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ABSTRACT 
 
The term student voice is widely used at all levels of education throughout the world. 
Much has been written about the value and benefits of student voice, and its use is 
promoted strongly by education authorities, educators, human rights advocates and 
academics. However, there is no clear consensus as to how to define student voice 
or what its purpose should be. The literature reveals a wide range of forms, purposes 
and theoretical understandings. For a practising teacher, however, there is little clarity 
and common understanding as to how student voice should be collected and used. 
This study set out to investigate the nature and purpose of student voice; the perceived 
value and benefits of student voice for students and teachers; and to establish some 
guidelines as to best practice suggestions for the collection and use of student voice. 
 
An interpretive approach was adopted for this study which used mostly qualitative data 
about the experiences and perceptions of teachers and students. To collect this data, 
an electronic questionnaire was administered to 18 teachers and 84 year 13 students 
across three Auckland secondary schools which were considered to have some 
practical experience in the collection and use of student voice.  
 
The study found similarities and differences between the responses of teachers and 
students concerning the nature and purpose of student voice. Students tended to have 
a simpler view of student voice and emphasised the concept of human rights, while 
teachers placed more emphasis on student voice as a source of feedback to inform 
their practice, particularly in the context of Teaching as Inquiry. Both groups presented 
favourable opinions about the value and benefits of student voice, particularly in terms 
of improving classroom culture and gaining best learning outcomes, but students 
seemed somewhat weaker in their convictions than the teachers. Teachers focused 
entirely on teacher-initiated student voice experiences, whereas students also referred 
to student-initiated experiences. Interactions between the aspects of initiation and 
anonymity in the collection of student voice were found to have an important role in 
determining some of its key characteristics. The study proposes a conceptual model 
of student voice in four quadrants based on these interactions and recommends that 
schools should seek to hear and respond to all four types if they are to implement an 
authentic and robust student voice programme.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
Student voice in the international and New Zealand contexts 
The term ‘student voice’, along with similar terms such as ‘pupil voice’ or ‘student 
participation’ (Cook-Sather, 2014), is widely used in modern education. Writers such 
as Lundy (2007), Thomson (2011) and Noyes (2005) attribute its rise to the ratification 
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), where Article 
12 states that children (persons below the age of 18 years) have the right to express 
their views “freely in all matters affecting…” them (United Nations General Assembly, 
1989, p. 4). Governments around the world have sought to formalise the inclusion of 
student voice into their curricula. Cook-Sather, (2014) cites examples from the United 
Kingdom, United States, particularly Vermont, Australia and Chile. Of note are the 
Canadian provinces of Manitoba and Ontario. Cook-Sather upholds the latter as “one 
of the most robust student voice programmes in the world” (2014, p. 133).  
 
The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) states that students will “discuss, clarify, and 
reflect on their goals, strategies, and progress with their teachers…” (Ministry of 
Education, 2007, p. 40), a position which is generally understood to include aspects 
of student voice. Roberts and Bolstad (2010, p. 3) quote from four other sections of 
the NZC to support this view – Principles, Values, Effective Pedagogy and Design and 
Review. Also relevant in New Zealand are the National Education Goals (NEG) and 
National Administration Guidelines (NAG). NEG 6 requires schools to provide 
“programmes to meet individual need” (Ministry of Education, 2015) and, in a simlar 
vein, NAG 1 states that schools must develop and implement pedagogical strategies 
to meet the needs of all students, with particular reference to Māori ākonga (Ministry 
of Education, 2017). These statements allow for, if not specifying directly, the voice of 
students to be heard. The Ministry of Education (MOE) and Education Review Office 
(ERO) have published websites, such as Student Voice (Ministry of Education, n.d.-
a); reports, such as Student Participation in School Decision Making (Education 
Review Office, 2003); and other publications, giving schools and teachers a measure 
of guidance and instruction into the practical implementation of student voice. For 
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example, student voice plays a role in the various ‘Teaching as Inquiry’ models as one 
of the tools most useful for the collection of evidence (Ministry of Education, n.d.-b). 
 
Student voice has become a growing theme in the academic literature since the 1990s. 
Michael Fielding and Julia Flutter in the UK and Dana Mitra in the USA have made 
significant contributions. The late Jean Rudduck of Cambridge University’s Faculty of 
Education was a leading pioneer (Fielding, 2007b), and is probably the most-cited 
author in the literature. In New Zealand, much is owed to the work of Russell Bishop 
and others involved in the Te Kotahitanga projects (Kane & Maw, 2005), which focus 
on Kaupapa Māori research. Emily Nelson (Eastern Institute of Technology) has made 
significant contributions in middle school student voice research, while Bronwyn Wood 
(Victoria University) includes youth citizenship, citizenship education and youth politics 
among her research interests and writings.  
 
First impressions of the literature indicate an overwhelming chorus of support for 
student voice. The overwhelming message from academic researchers and writers is 
clearly one of promoting greater student input into decisions that have major 
implications for their learning and achievement, in school and in wider society. On 
digging deeper, one encounters concerns raised by some writers, particularly from the 
Post-Structuralist and Critical Theory schools, who describe a more contested and 
politicised view, albeit at a theoretical level well beyond the practical requirements of 
most classroom teachers. However, even in amongst these debates it is rare to 
encounter dissenting attitudes towards student voice. To find such opposition one 
must go to the popular media, where expressions akin to ‘the lunatics are running the 
asylum’ (BBC News, 2010) can be seen. In one such highly publicised account, US 
student Sam Levin proclaimed, “Students don’t need a ‘voice.’ Here’s what they really 
need” (Strauss, 2014), and then went on to describe a school reform project that 
incorporated large amounts of student voice!  
 
Personal experience with student voice 
I can clearly remember the first time I was asked to collect student voice as a young 
teacher in the early 1990s, and my sense of being rather bemused by the lack of 
guidance given to me as to what questions I should ask, how the data should be 
collected, and what should be done with it afterwards. It would be fair to say that my 
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own negative reaction towards some of the comments made by students, (particularly 
the one who wrote “I hate everything about this room, this subject and this teacher”), 
who probably felt equally puzzled as to what they were supposed to be doing with the 
blank slips of paper they were given, coloured my views towards the concept of student 
voice for some time thereafter. Frankly, I saw it as unnecessary, based on my 
perception that the students were neither qualified nor able to make valid statements 
about such topics as my teaching style and their own learning needs. 
 
Today, as a classroom teacher of almost three decades experience and a long-serving 
Head of Department (HOD) in an Auckland state secondary school, I am much more 
aware of the various requirements, guidelines, instructions and suggestions regarding 
the need for, desirability and value of student voice. I am pleased to say my views on 
student voice have evolved over the succeeding years, due mainly to having a series 
of much more positive experiences. However, I have become increasingly uneasy of 
late about whether I truly understand what student voice really is, and how it should 
best be collected and used. Fellow middle managers and teaching colleagues share 
this lack of clarity. Indeed, responses canvassed from my colleagues in an informal 
discussion reveal a range of different understandings. One, a maths teacher, criticised 
the lack of statistical validity of the student voice data being collected. Others echoed 
my own earlier sentiments concerning the inability of students to provide useful 
feedback to teachers. A quick look at the various survey templates used by different 
departments, including my own, revealed a lack of standardisation and sense of 
common purpose. Senior management seemed to offer little guidance on the matter 
of student voice, probably due to the same sense of uncertainty. However, as school 
leaders everywhere are acutely aware, they know that expressions of student voice 
can lead to schools attracting considerable, usually unwanted, media attention, as 
occurred at an Auckland secondary school recently (Scorcher, 2018). 
 
 
RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Teachers are expected to make use of student voice in a variety of contexts (for 
example in teacher appraisal, as part of their Teaching as Inquiry research, and for 
departmental reviews and curriculum planning), but there is no clear consensus as to 
what student voice actually is, and how it should be best collected and used. In my 
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experience, classroom teachers and school leaders are left with a sense of uncertainty 
and a lack of clarity as to how to define student voice, and how to go about capturing 
or collecting it and using it effectively to enhance their students’ levels of learning and 
achievement. Documents such as the MOE web pages do not offer a standard 
definition or clarification of meaning and purpose and seem to assume that readers 
will understand the term. In fact, neither the term student voice, nor other, similar 
terms, are located anywhere in the NZC or the NEG or NAG official documents. 
Similarly, the academic literature gives no clear consensus on how to define student 
voice, or what its purpose should be. On the contrary, it is apparent that student voice 
has many forms and many purposes. As for how student voice should be collected 
and used, although there are a growing number of case studies in the academic 
literature and online documents, there is a relative dearth of student voice case studies 
in the New Zealand setting, although Parry (2014) notes that secondary school 
contexts feature more widely than primary school settings. I found a similar trend, and 
a growing and increasingly helpful literature, but still not a great deal that is of 
immediate practical use to a secondary classroom teacher or school leader. Quite 
simply, there is no guidebook or ‘how-to’ manual on this topic. 
 
 
RATIONALE 
My sense of uncertainty and curiosity about student voice has crystallised of late, for 
two reasons. One is that my school has embarked on a two-year Professional Learning 
and Development (PLD) contract, focussing on improving students’ writing literacy 
through the implementation of ‘Bring Your Own Device’ (BYOD) and other e-learning 
pedagogies. Another reason has been a drive at my school to implement and 
standardise a robust Teaching as Inquiry research programme into our teacher 
professional development programme. Both of these initiatives call for the collection 
and use of student voice, but not in the rather ad hoc and non-standardised manner 
with which it has existed in the past. I embarked on this research to clarify my own 
understanding and knowledge of several aspects of student voice. I also believe that 
this research will be beneficial to teachers and educational leaders at my own school 
and other schools which are seeking to implement a robust and authentic student 
voice programme. By extension, this means that the research will be of value for 
students, as they will benefit from the establishment of such programmes.  
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In preparing to set up this research proposal I brainstormed a series of questions on 
the topic of student voice. Among these questions were: What is voice, and in 
particular student voice? How can it be defined? What are the different school contexts 
in which student voice can be collected and used? Who (teachers, middle leaders, 
senior leaders, student leaders, parent groups) could or should be responsible for 
implementing student voice programmes in a school? At what level(s) and scales in 
the school should student voice programmes be conducted? What is the value and 
benefit for students, teachers and school leaders of implementing student voice 
programmes? Is student voice of value to learning groups and the wider school 
community, or just individuals? What value do people in the school hierarchy 
(teachers, middle leaders, senior leaders, student leaders, parent groups) attach to 
student voice? What are the methods available for collecting student voice, and what 
are the relative strengths and weaknesses of these methods? Who should initiate the 
collection of student voice – teachers and school leaders, the students, or both? Which 
design features must be considered for a student voice programme to be effective? 
What types of questions should be asked (eg open or closed questions) or should a 
‘blank canvas’ approach be used? Should student voice be anonymous or identified? 
Should data be used in aggregated or individualised form? What should data be used 
for once it is collected? 
 
Findings from the literature and the brainstorming of these questions led to the 
formulation of a set of research aims. 
 
Research Aims 
My research aims were: 
1. to define the nature and purpose of student voice;  
2. to investigate the perceived value and benefits of student voice to key 
stakeholders in education; and 
3. to investigate ‘best practice’ or recommendations for the collection and use of 
student voice in schools. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The next step was to restate these aims as research questions, as follows: 
1. What is the nature and purpose of student voice? 
2. What are the perceived value and benefits of student voice to the key 
stakeholders in education? 
3. What are the recommended, or ‘best practice’ procedures for the collection and 
use of student voice in schools? 
 
 
OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
Chapter One: Introduction:  
This chapter introduces the research topic Student voice in secondary schools: 
Purpose, value and characteristics. Background to the topic is presented, placing 
student voice in the international and New Zealand contexts, and in my own personal 
experience. The research problem is then stated, followed by the rationale and aims. 
Lastly, a set of three research questions is stated. 
 
Chapter Two: Literature Review 
This chapter reviews some of the extensive academic literature on the topic of student 
voice. It is arranged in three main sections, following themes that emerged from the 
literature. These are: the nature and purpose of student voice; the rationale for, value 
and benefits of student voice; and the practice of collecting and using student voice in 
secondary schools. These themes have also been used to inform the research aims 
and research questions of the study. 
 
Chapter Three: Research Methodology and Methods 
This chapter begins with an overview of research methodologies and a justification for 
this study’s use of an interpretive, qualitative methodological approach. The use of an 
electronic questionnaire as the data collection method is explained and relevant 
aspects of the questionnaire design described, followed by descriptions of and 
justifications for the study’s sampling and data analysis methods. Lastly, important 
issues of validity and ethics are addressed are addressed in light of the methodology 
and research methods. 
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Chapter Four: Research Findings 
Analysis of the research data and a discussion of the key findings are presented in 
this chapter. The structure is based around the research aims and questions, and 
themes derived from the academic literature. The main sections are: the nature and 
purpose of student voice; the perceived value and benefits of student voice; and the 
practice of using student voice in secondary schools. Wherever relevant, these 
findings are presented from the perspectives of teachers and students, the main 
stakeholders in student voice programmes in a secondary school. 
 
Chapter Five: Discussion, Conclusion and Implications for Practice 
In the last chapter I present a summary of key findings from the data analysis. As for 
Chapter Four the findings are structured around the three main themes. In the first two 
of those sections – namely: the nature and purpose of student voice; and the perceived 
value and benefits of student voice – the discussion focusses on similarities and 
differences between teacher and student perspectives on those aspects of student 
voice. For the third theme, the practice of using student voice in secondary schools, I 
look firstly at perceived issues and challenges with the use of student voice and then 
advice and suggestions for schools wishing to improve student voice practice. Chapter 
Five finishes with a conclusion in which I present a conceptual model of student voice 
as a set of four quadrants whose characteristics are determined by the interaction of 
key design aspects. Then follows a set of implications for practice written for the benefit 
of schools seeking to implement a robust and authentic student voice programme. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter presents a critical review of academic literature on the topic of student 
voice. The review is arranged to follow three main themes which have emerged from 
the literature, which are: the nature and purpose of student voice; the rationale for, 
value and benefits of student voice; and the practice of collecting and using student 
voice in secondary schools. These themes have then informed the research aims and 
questions of the study. 
 
 
THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF STUDENT VOICE  
 
Definitions and development of student voice 
There is no single definition of student voice in the literature. It has been described as 
an “empty jug” into which any definition could be “poured” (Thomson, 2011, p. 19) and 
elsewhere (Hall, 2017, p. 180) as a “portmanteau” or “catch all” term. Similarly, it has 
been described as a term that “can mean almost anything – so is in danger of meaning 
very little” (Nelson, 2014, p. 92). Despite this however, common threads of meaning 
do emerge from the literature. 
 
At its simplest, having voice gives the speaker access and opportunity to express their 
beliefs and ideas, and influence decisions (Thomson, 2011). In this sense, it is 
considered a basic human right in democratic societies. A student could therefore 
exercise their right of student voice in the school setting, and Noyes (2005) and others 
assert that the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
gave rise to the modern student voice movement. Bills and Giles state that students 
are in the best position (compared to other stakeholders) to “inform and critique” (2016, 
p. 167) the school’s educational programmes. 
 
Most authors include a reciprocal element of student voice in their definition.  O’Brien 
(2010) and Pearce and Wood (2016) state that students need to have their views 
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solicited, as well as having the opportunity to express them freely; that they must be 
listened to; and there must be a meaningful process of participation and engagement, 
in order for student voice to operate.  Another states that these views and perspectives 
must be “factored into learning opportunities” throughout the school (Parry, 2014, p. 
iii).  Quinn and Owen (2016) specify being able to make choices and decisions within 
the learning environment as well as the sphere of school governance, and Dana Mitra, 
in several articles, (Mitra, 2006; 2004; Mitra & Gross, 2009) stresses that student voice 
means that students actively participate in making significant, life-shaping decisions.  
Mitra and Gross loosely equate student voice to “pupil participation, active citizenship, 
youth leadership and youth empowerment” (2009, p. 523). Jagersma and Parsons 
(2011, p. 3) insert “systematic” to stress that this must not be an ad hoc or temporary 
involvement, while Mager and Nowak (2012), in an empirical study, differentiated 
between “one-off student consultations on specific topics” (p. 40), as opposed to 
entrenched student voice initiatives. Finally, Pearce and Wood (2016), and others (for 
example, Fielding (2011) insist that student voice initiatives must be “transformative” 
(Pearce & Wood, 2016, p. 2) if they are to be classified as such. 
 
Some writers such as Fielding (2007a, 2007b) and Nelson (2014, 2015a) advocate a 
stronger, perhaps more radical definition of student voice than merely “a metaphor for 
student engagement” (Fielding, 2007a, p. 306). Nelson (2015a) defines student voice 
in her studies as being geared towards “increasing the status of students and 
addressing their traditional exclusion from educational debate, design and decision-
making” (p. 286). Elsewhere, she specifies that in her view student voice must have 
the effect of moving students from being non-active “recipients of schooling” (Nelson, 
2014, p. 91) to being in a position of co-governance with their teacher. The intention 
is to push students ever more to the forefront of the debate, engaging in “the more 
complex and more challenging push for participation” (Fielding, 2007a, p. 306) as 
opposed to just having their voice heard. Fielding believes that the ultimate goal of 
student voice is to bring about the “democratic curriculum” (Fielding, 2007b, p. 84). 
This is a curriculum essentially written by learners, which exceeds even the 
consultative curriculum, where students are consulted on aspects of a curriculum 
imposed by educators, and changes may be made accordingly; and the negotiated 
curriculum, which is more of an agreed contract between teachers and students, in 
terms of the degree of student input.  
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Models and conceptual frameworks of student voice  
Various conceptual frameworks have been devised to help with the understanding and 
implementation of student voice. Some are based on a series of steps or hierarchical 
levels. The earliest was that of Hart (1992) whose Eight Step “Ladder of Participation” 
illustrated the progression of youth involvement in civic affairs. At the bottom of the 
ladder are three rungs of non-participation.  The top three levels, all of which involve 
degrees of shared decision-making between children and adults, are where student 
voice could be considered to occur (Parry, 2014). At the top children initiate actions 
and share decisions with adults (Hart, 1992, p. 8). The author developed this model to 
represent the intentions of the UNCRC, and to exemplify the integration of all young 
people into a truly democratic society (Hart, 1992). Adapting the Hart model, Shier 
(2001) eliminated the three non-participation levels, instead beginning with “children 
are listened to” and culminating with “children share power and responsibility for 
decision-making”. Shier also incorporated an aspect of “degrees of commitment” (p. 
110) to reflect his understanding that adult authorities must be prepared to engage 
positively with the process, eventually reaching the stage where they see it as an 
obligation rather than an option, in line with the goals of the UNCRC.  
 
Dana Mitra presents a three-level hierarchical pyramid simpler than that of Hart (1992). 
The bottom section of the pyramid, which is the widest part, representing the greatest 
amount of activity, is “Being Heard”. The next layer up is “Collaborating with Adults” 
and at the apex, and least commonly, “Building Capacity For Leadership” (Mitra, 2006, 
p. 7). Mitra explains that her model presents a progression towards “greater risk and 
greater rewards” (2006, p. 10) for all stakeholders, primarily in terms of the 
development and growth of young people, but also for the overall benefit of the school. 
In a similar vein, Fielding’s (2011) “typology of student voice” (p. 11) has six 
hierarchical levels. At the lowest level of the framework students are seen simply as 
“data sources”. Further up, however, they become “co-enquirers” (third level), and 
“knowledge creators” (fourth level). Ultimately, at the top of the hierarchy sits 
“Intergenerational learning as shared democracy”, where the contribution and input of 
young people transcends educational settings and becomes a defining characteristic 
of a truly democratic society – a recurring theme in Fielding’s work (Fielding, 2001, 
2011; Rudduck & Fielding, 2006). 
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Other theorists have adopted a non-hierarchical approach to conceptualising student 
voice. Laura Lundy, an advocate for children’s rights, proposed a model incorporating 
four overlapping factors. These are ‘Space’ / Voice’ and ’Influence / Audience’ (Lundy, 
2007). Her view was that any student voice project had to address all four factors if it 
was to avoid tokenism – and therefore violate the principles of the UNCRC. Godfrey 
(2011) gives a practical example of the use of Lundy’s model as a conceptual 
framework in the analysis of a specific student voice case study in the United Kingdom. 
A similar framework for educators to use in their evaluation of student voice initiatives 
is the “reflective dialogical tool” of Pearce and Wood (2016, p. 13). This model is 
structured around a set of four “building blocks or conditions which together are 
required for student voice work to be transformative” (Pearce & Wood, 2016, p. 2), a 
core requirement. These writers state that student voice must be: “Dialogic”, ensuring 
that students are spoken ‘with’, not ‘to’ or ‘for’; Intergenerational, involving young 
people, and adults who are prepared to listen; Collective and Inclusive, including a 
truly representative sample of the many student voices that exist in the school; and 
Transgressive, resulting in what Nelson (2014) and Fielding (2011) refer to as ‘radical 
practice’. By this they mean that the exercise of contributing their voice provides 
students “with the tools or medium to resist, escape or transform systems that promote 
inequality” (Pearce & Wood, 2016, p. 11). Writers such as these and Breslin (2011) 
see student voice as a key component of a fundamental shift in educational and 
societal thinking that must occur if the rights of young people are to be truly recognised. 
Breslin (2011), for example, calls for citizen-rich schools, where voice carries on out 
into the community, particularly in those areas deemed under-privileged. Pearce and 
Wood (2016) insist that student voice initiatives can only be considered successful if 
they bring about authentic change, which will inevitably involve students having the 
opportunity to “transgress traditional borders and power relations” (p. 11). 
 
Major discourses and perspectives in the student voice literature 
The use of terms such as Transgressive, Radical and Inclusive in the various models 
and representations bear evidence that the understanding of student voice has shifted 
and will continue to do so in different contexts.  This has come about because of 
research and analysis, and in response to changes within education and general 
society. Influential writers have brought different perspectives and understandings to 
the conversation. For example, McIntyre, Pedder, and Rudduck (2005, p. 160) 
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mention three “advocacies” for student voice, relating to the need for, or importance 
of, helping students in their personal development; changing schools to bring about 
universal student engagement; and preparing students for future civic participation. In 
a similar vein, Nelson categorises several “discourses” (2015b, p. 4) of the student 
voice debate. Among these are: Students as expert witnesses; Student voice as a 
mechanism for enhancing learning and engagement; Student voice as a key factor in 
school reform and improvement; and Student voice as a mechanism for meeting 
international human rights obligations such as the UNCRC. 
 
One discourse described by Nelson (2015b) is that of students as expert witnesses 
who are able to provide a “unique standpoint […] based on their direct experience of 
education” (p. 4). Busher (2012) believes that students are “experienced participant 
observers of teachers, teaching and schools” (p. 114), many of whom are capable of 
articulating their own opinions and concerns, and whose ideas frequently correlate 
closely with research findings on effective teaching and learning practice, and are 
therefore worthy of the attention of educators. Another of Nelson’s (2015b) discourses 
is that of student voice as a mechanism for enhancing learning and student 
engagement in the classroom and wider school context (Chan, Graham-Day, Ressa, 
Peters, & Konrad, 2014; Hayes & Clode, 2012; Roberts & Bolstad, 2010; Waterhouse, 
2011). For example, in a study of high school ‘dropouts’ in the USA, Smyth (2006) 
argues passionately that their refusal to engage in school is a political statement of 
resistance against individual teachers, who they seek to punish, and a school system 
from which they feel alienated and disenfranchised. Smyth states that student voice is 
one of the most important mechanisms in re-engaging with, and addressing the needs 
of, these students. He believes that students who act in this way are, in effect, in 
charge, as they, rather than their teachers or school leaders, set the agenda.  
 
The role of student voice as a key factor in school reform and improvement, particularly 
in so-called failing schools in the United States, is another of Nelson’s (2015b) areas 
of discourse. Dana Mitra (Mitra 2003, 2004, 2006) is a noted contributor in this field. 
Mitra describes students working alongside their teachers and school administrators 
to “co-create the path of reform” (Mitra, 2004, p. 654), while at the same time 
enhancing their own life skills and understanding of civic responsibility. This also 
relates to a further discourse described by Nelson (2015b), that of student voice as a 
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mechanism for meeting human rights requirements such as the UNCRC and other 
similar international or governmental obligations (Lundy, 2007). O’Brien (2010) draws 
heavily on the human rights narrative as he discusses First Amendment Schools in 
the USA, where the civic and democratic principles of the First Amendment to the 
United States Constitution are embedded in pedagogical and administrative practice. 
Students at these schools are taught to understand and embrace their civic 
responsibilities. This discourse also includes the relevance of student voice to wider 
issues of inclusiveness and democracy (Fielding, 2011; Smyth, 2006a) in school 
pedagogy and wider society. 
 
As to which of these discourses or perspectives is the most significant, worthy or 
important, is somewhat of a debate in the academic literature. Czerniawski and Garlick 
(2011) state that student voice straddles two contrasting perspectives – one relating 
to “empowerment, democratic education, transformation and radical pedagogy”; the 
other “a policy technology embodying tokenism, regimes of audit and instrumentalism 
leading to greater organisational efficiency and the enhanced competitive positioning 
of the school” (p. 279). Commentators such as Czerniawski & Garlick (2011), Fielding 
(2001) and (Nelson, 2015b) see very few ‘”islands of true transformation”, in a “sea” 
of “performance culture” and “market responsiveness” (Fielding, 2001, p. 108). They 
are often dismissive of calls by educational administrators and politicians to embrace 
and promote student voice, seeing this as “tokenism and faddism” (Wisby, 2011, p. 
11), and are suspicious of attempts to recruit student voice in the quest for school 
improvement, viewing them suspiciously as “cynical and manipulative” methods used 
by neo-liberal forces to mask their real intentions (Bragg, 2007, p. 344).  
 
Summary 
It is clear from the literature that students have a voice, and that their ability to express 
it is a basic human right. Many researchers provide both theoretical and practical 
evidence that students have an important role to play in providing important feedback 
to educators and in enhancing their own learning and engagement. By the same token, 
educators have a responsibility to hear the voices of students and to incorporate their 
views into the curriculum. As to how far this partnership goes, however, is a matter of 
opinion and philosophical outlook. Models and conceptualisations of student voice 
throughout its development show a common belief among theorists that levels of 
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inclusion of young people in the decision-making processes of society in general, and 
education in particular, need to increase in order to promote truly transformative 
practice. However, it is also clear that there is a degree of suspicion amongst many 
academic writers as to the true motives of many who promote student voice, 
particularly in the context of school reform.  
 
From the perspective of an ordinary classroom teacher, the most relevant 
conceptualisation of student voice almost certainly lies somewhere between the two 
extremes of student voice as a mechanistic tool for helping to identify and correct 
problems in the school system; and much more idealistic notions of student voice as 
a major building block of a truly democratic and idealistic society. In practical terms, 
much of the literature on the purpose and conceptualisation of student voice is at a 
rather abstract and idealistic level, meaning that teachers are still left with the problem 
of trying to develop a workable understanding of what student voice actually is, and 
how it should operate in their own classroom situation. In the context of this study, I 
needed to investigate what teachers and students understood by the term ‘student 
voice’ at a practical level, as their conceptualisation is what will ultimately determine 
their approach to its collection and use. 
 
 
THE RATIONALE FOR, VALUE AND BENEFITS OF STUDENT VOICE  
 
Many authors have written about the rationale for student voice, generally stressing 
the value and benefits to all stakeholders, particularly the students and their schools. 
Often the voice aspect is incorporated into other concepts such as personalised 
learning, where students undertake a curriculum shaped to their individual learning 
needs (Bevan-Brown, McGee, Ward, & MacIntyre, 2011) or the role of student voice 
in strengthening relationships between students and teachers (Busher, 2012; 
Czerniawski & Garlick, 2011; Mitra, 2003). However, it is important to note that a 
particular researcher’s view of the value and benefits of student voice is often directly 
related to the context they are investigating, whether it be an individual classroom, a 
national education system, or something in between. 
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Rationale for student voice in the classroom 
Bron and Veugelers (2014) list five key rationales for introducing student voice into a 
classroom learning environment. They are: Normative, Developmental, Political, 
Educational and Relevance. According to the Normative and Developmental 
rationales, school students are entitled to, and developmentally ready for, participation 
in relevant decision-making processes. This resonates with the human rights views of 
Lundy (2007), O’Brien (2010), Thomson (2011) and others. Thomson (2011, p. 21) 
also endorses the Political rationale, stating that voice is always concerned with 
“questions of power and knowledge, with how decisions are made, who is included 
and excluded and who is advantaged and disadvantaged as a result”. Bron and 
Veugelers (2014) state that student participation in decision-making has the potential 
to disrupt existing power structures, as do Bills and Giles (2016). Nelson (2015a) sees 
this as a non-negotiable characteristic. These authors see this disruption as an 
inherently political process in the context of societal change (Bron & Veugelers, 2014). 
 
The Educational rationale speaks to the educational benefits to students of their 
participation in shared decision-making. This particularly relates to so-called 21st 
century skills such as Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving (Partnership for 21st 
Century Learning, 2015). In another sense Busher (2012) speaks of the insight 
students bring to giving both positive and negative feedback on lessons, enhancing  
the ability of their teachers to engage in more meaningful reflection on their practice. 
Two New Zealand studies are of relevance here. The Te Kotahitanga project (Bishop, 
Berryman, Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2007) has been able to show consistent gains in 
learning and achievement for Māori students when they have been able to contribute 
their voice to the classroom, as did a study by Hayes and Clode, (2012) in relation to 
embedding the culturally responsive approach of whakawhanaungatanga (building 
relationships, principally through dialogue) in their school. Lastly, the rationale of 
Relevance refers to the increased relevance of the curriculum to students when it is 
negotiated in a student voice participatory context (Bron & Veugelers, 2014). The 
inclusion of this as one of the essential elements of Effective Pedagogy in the New 
Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 34) resonates with 
Fielding's (2007a) description of a “negotiated curriculum” (p. 84). 
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Some studies have looked in depth at how student voice can be of benefit to the 
professional development of teachers. Mullis (2011) comments that in her study, the 
teachers who volunteered to participate in the student voice initiative saw it as a 
valuable learning experience. Results of this study, and others such as Nelson (2015a) 
and Hayes and Clode (2012) bear out this optimism, citing outcomes such as improved 
communication and understanding of student needs, useful evaluation of curriculum 
content and pedagogy and building stronger relationships with students and families. 
A significant area of focus in recent years, particularly in the New Zealand context, has 
been the role of student voice as a valuable mechanism for providing feedback to 
teachers as part of the teaching inquiry cycle or similar professional development 
programmes (Ministry of Education, n.d.-b). Inquiry models such as that of Timperley, 
Kaser and Halbert (2014) include a major emphasis on student voice in stages such 
as “Scanning” (p. 7), where the teacher, in association with learners, begins to develop 
a framework for inquiry and eventually intervention, and “Checking” (p. 19) where the 
teacher seeks evidence to assess the effectiveness of their intervention. According to 
the authors, the use of such a process enables educators to move “from student voice 
to developing learner agency, as the students help to identify and address issues in 
their learning environments” (Timperley et al., 2014, p. 5). This approach was seen in 
a study of a New Zealand secondary school (Davison, Sinnema, Taylor, & Mitchell, 
2016) where this type of inquiry had been embedded in the teachers’ professional 
development programme. Student voice was seen by teacher and student participants 
as an integral part of the inquiry process. 
 
Rationale for student voice in the wider school and societal contexts 
On a larger scale, many studies have looked at the benefits to school communities of 
student voice. Many of these studies fall under the heading of school improvement. 
Cook-Sather (2014) states that most schools see this as a stronger driver for 
incorporating student voice than a purely rights-driven view. One such study is that of 
Bills and Giles (2016), who used the methodology of Appreciative Inquiry, a social 
constructionist, narrative approach which is a natural companion of student voice. 
Czerniawski and Garlick (2011) reported on a school that used student voice to help 
generate three Charters on: teaching and learning; behaviour, independent learning, 
and individual progress; and the school environment. Many studies have focussed on 
the value of Student Councils in secondary schools, a traditionally important avenue 
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for student voice, particularly in the United Kingdom. In one example, an empirical 
study on student participation by Mager and Nowak (2012), student councils were 
shown to have one of the strongest effect sizes on all aspects of school life, a finding 
supported by Godfrey’s (2011) study of a British secondary school.  
 
In other contexts, Mitra (2003, 2006) reported on how the Student Forum at a United 
States high school was able to collect and feedback useful information on wider school 
issues and concerns to school leaders. Hayes and Clode’s (2012) New Zealand study 
reported on the many positive improvements, particularly for Māori, as a result of 
stronger relationships that developed between teachers, school leaders, students and 
whanau due to a school’s student voice initiative. In contrast, however, Smyth (2006) 
presents somewhat of a cautionary tale as to the consequences for schools and wider 
society of what he perceives as their ongoing, systemic failure to engage with 
‘dropouts’, by not providing opportunities for student voice. The solution he puts 
forward is one of investing students with “relational power” (Smyth, 2006b, p. 292), 
largely by listening to them and responding to their opinions, views and concerns. 
 
Summary 
Overall, the literature presents much evidence to support an optimistic view of the 
value and benefits of student voice in schools. Little is found to contradict this view, 
apart from some rather abstract academic debates about the sincerity and motives 
behind those who promote its inclusion in school programmes. However, for the typical 
classroom teacher such as myself, this is not really the key issue, as the collection of 
student voice is seen and presented to us as an expectation, not an option, and its 
value and benefits are generally known and accepted. Of greater concern than the 
“why” is the “how”, which is the subject of the next part of this literature review. Having 
said that, there is still value to be gained in reading some of the more practical studies 
such as those of Davison et al. (2016) and McIntyre et al. (2005). In the context of this 
study, I needed to investigate the perceptions of the value and benefits of student 
voice held by teachers and students in a school situation, in order to see whether their 
views aligned with those seen in the academic literature. 
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THE PRACTICE OF COLLECTING AND USING STUDENT VOICE IN SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS 
 
Student voice as part of action research 
The literature contains a great deal of information about student voice in its many forms 
and contexts, but there is no single “how-to guide” for a classroom secondary school 
teacher to follow. There are, however, many useful sources to help teachers 
implement a student voice project. Campbell (2011) presents a practical, hands-on 
guide to collecting and using student voice in a school. Her recommendation is to use 
Action Research or a similar approach, a suggestion which meshes well with the 
various Teaching as Inquiry models used by teachers, such as those outlined in 
Ministry of Education (n.d.-b) and Timperley et al. (2014). These articles, and studies 
such as those of Davison et al. (2016) and Hayes and Clode (2012) indicate strongly 
that the Teaching as Inquiry cycle is the natural home for student voice in the 
classroom teaching and learning context. To further develop this idea of student voice 
as an important research tool, Cook-Sather (2006) presents and endorses the 
methodology of Participatory Action Research (PAR), which sees researchers 
partnering with students, moving to research with rather than on them. Similarly, 
Collaborative Action Research (CAR) incorporating a significant student voice 
component has been shown to have a transformative impact in middle school settings 
when teachers and students worked together to use student reflections to bring about 
significant changes in pedagogy (Nelson & Bishop, 2013). The ideal is considered to 
be that students would eventually be able to lead these projects themselves (p. 135), 
acting in the capacity of Students As Researchers (SAR) (Bragg, 2007; Godfrey, 2011; 
Mitra & Gross, 2009). Morgan and Porter (2011) outline an example of a school’s SAR 
project, in which students researched the topic ‘Would student engagement be raised 
if the research resulting in change was led by students rather than staff?’ In their paper 
Morgan and Porter (2011) outline many of the practical and logistical considerations 
involved in implementing a study of this nature. In the context of student voice, SAR 
involves students, rather than educators, designing the research and then collecting, 
analysing and reporting on student voice (Bolstad, 2011). 
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Issues related to question design 
Teachers embarking on an inquiry on some aspect of classroom practice and wanting 
to make use of student voice encounter certain issues and questions as they began 
to design their inquiry. One is “which questions should I ask?”. Although there is 
obviously no single set of student voice questions, there are some useful sources. The 
New Zealand Ministry of Education (MOE) website section on student voice (Ministry 
of Education, n.d.-a) gives some examples of student voice collection on the topic of 
the NZC, which could be helpful as examples. The Māori ākonga focussed studies of 
Hayes and Clode (2012) and Bishop et al. (2007) present their survey and focus group 
questions in great detail. These projects and others like them are of great value in a 
general sense, but specifically when branching into the field of Kaupapa Māori 
research (Pihama, Smith, Taki, & Lee, 2004). In a different context, Rubie-Davies 
(2015) lists the questions students were asked about how they interacted with other 
class members, an example of using student voice to inform activity groupings in a 
class setting. In an example of a larger study which involved considerable amounts of 
student voice, ‘Making Sense of Learning at Secondary School’, the authors (Kane & 
Maw, 2005; Kane, Maw, & Chimwayange, 2006) have included details of 
questionnaires and responses which provide a useful template for questionnaire 
design. The importance of correct question structure in the design process cannot be 
overstated, as the format and type of questions can have an impact on the quality and 
authenticity of responses. Much is made in the literature of the fact that there are 
different ‘voices’. For example, Arnot and Reay (2007) point out the difference 
between voice, meaning “knowledge of the pedagogic rules”, and ‘message’, which is 
the “realisation of these rules in particular contexts” (p. 316). The practical implication 
is that what students voice about their learning can vary considerably depending on 
how, and what questions, they are asked. 
 
Issues relating to teacher response to student voice  
Many studies have investigated the processes by which student voice initiatives have 
been introduced into schools (Davison et al., 2016; McIntyre et al., 2005; Nelson & 
Bishop, 2013). Some have focussed on how teachers have responded to this type of 
change. In one such study, teacher reactions fell into three categories: “Spectacular, 
Short-Term”; “Growing confidence” (McIntyre et al., 2005, p. 160); and those who 
found it rather problematic. In a similar vein, Thompson (2009) found three distinct 
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forms of “pupil consultation” (p. 676) in a study of United Kingdom secondary schools. 
‘Proactive consultation’ was practiced by those teachers who were the most 
responsive and enthusiasm in embracing student voice and corresponded with the 
most transformation in pedagogy. On the other hand, ‘managerial consultation’, in 
which teachers saw student voice primarily as a mechanism for soliciting information 
about their behaviour management programme, and ‘constrained consultation’ where 
teachers felt unable to engage with student voice due to perceived issues of time and 
pressure, “impacted less radically on the quality of teacher–pupil relationships” 
(Thompson, 2009, p. 676). Several such studies point out what Roberts and Bolstad 
(2010) refer to as “tensions”. Nelson (2015a) speaks of the ‘complexities’ caused by 
perceived clashes between accountability and pedagogy, and how teachers tended to 
relegate student voice initiatives to “low-stakes” areas (p. 295). Nelson also comments 
that teachers found it hard to not interpret student feedback on learning projects as 
being a critique of their practice. However, in a study focussing on how teachers react 
to and make use of student voice data, McIntyre, Pedder, and Rudduck (2005) found 
that students provided almost universally constructive feedback, and that teachers 
were, in the main, prepared to act on it, albeit selectively and in a conservative manner. 
 
The study by McIntyre et al. (2005) concluded by listing a set of “Comfortable and 
Uncomfortable Learnings” for teachers (p. 166). The Comfortable category covers 
several points designed to reassure teachers who have a sense of trepidation about 
such an initiative. However, the Uncomfortable category includes four key points that 
would challenge even the most receptive and inclusive teacher. These focussed on: 
aspects of inclusion, particularly those whose voices were in danger of not being 
heard; the level of effort required by teachers to engage with students and make 
significant changes to pedagogical practice as a result of their input; the implications 
for a shift in the classroom power balance; and the need to incorporate student voice 
into “everyday ‘serious’ classroom teaching” (McIntyre et al., 2005, p. 167). 
 
The first of these Uncomfortable learnings was that the students whose voices 
teachers find it most difficult to hear are often those who most need to have their voice 
heard. This relates to issues of inclusion, which can also raise ethical concerns, 
particularly regarding whose voices are left out of the process (Cook-Sather, 2006). 
Pearce and Wood (2016) point out that many student voice projects have overlooked 
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‘difficult’ students whose views have traditionally been ignored – often because adults 
dislike the manner in which they express them (Smyth, 2006b). One such study 
showed that “young people, particularly girls, constructed in the education system as 
having behavioural, emotional and social difficulties are amongst the least represented 
voices in research” (Clarke, Boorman, & Nind, 2011, p. 765). Conversely, Arnot and 
Reay (2007) refer to the ‘ideal student’ who is well-behaved, confident and articulate 
– and is often chosen to participate in consultations. These authors also point out that 
students (often middle-class) who have “acquired the pedagogic voice” (p. 321) could 
end up being incorporated into the existing power hierarchy as student voice 
“professionals” (Hall, 2017, p. 187), thereby perpetuating existing structures and 
undermining the transformative potential of the student voice (Fielding, 2004). Clearly, 
any student voice initiative must include all voices, particularly those of the most 
marginalised (Arnot & Reay, 2007). Educators must also take account of the fact that 
these students may not speak up when they are asked to – and by the same token 
may express their voices on other occasions, or in ways that teachers may perceive 
as inappropriate or unacceptable, or may miss hearing altogether (Clarke et al., 2011; 
Cook-Sather, 2006; Pearce & Wood, 2016; Smyth, 2006b).  
 
Another key Uncomfortable learning is related to a shift in the balance of power (Arnot 
& Reay, 2007; McIntyre et al., 2005; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). Biddulph refers to the 
“locus of power and control” and asks who “owns” or is “in charge of” the voice (2011, 
p. 389). These writers contend that the teacher must allow a significant shift in the 
power relationship from teachers towards students. This can be related to concepts 
such as Governance Relationships, where students and teachers co-construct their 
curriculum (Nelson, 2014); or Relational Power, which involves “relating to students in 
ways that conveyed to them a genuine sense that they really ‘can do it’, and of working 
with them to cooperatively achieve this end” (Smyth, 2006b, p. 292). McIntyre et al. 
(2005) stress that this movement is both essential and inevitable if student voice is to 
take its rightful place in the classroom, but also assert that teachers must teach their 
students how to embrace their new responsibilities, so as to not create a power 
vacuum. In line with this point, the authors point out that this new power relationship 
and the accompanying pedagogic shift will inevitably require a good deal of effort by 
teachers, and that “only teachers who believe that pupils’ perspectives are important” 
(McIntyre et al., 2005, p. 167) will be prepared to fully engage with these changes.  
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Issues related to authenticity 
The inevitable shift in power relations described above has practical implications for 
how student voice should be collected and used in a classroom setting. Above all, the 
process must be seen as authentic, which relates to the credibility that the process 
must have in the eyes of all stakeholders (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000), particularly the 
students, as those being asked to contribute their views. Cook (2011) gives a 
comprehensive guide to navigating the complexities of authenticity and other ethical 
issues, which from a teacher’s viewpoint is essential. Collecting and using student 
voice, particularly in the context of Teaching as Inquiry, is a form of action research, 
and, within reason, the same conventions must be followed if authenticity is to be 
maintained. As in action research, authenticity is affected by: “Who we allow to speak” 
(the sample); “How we enable people to speak” (the methodology and method); and 
“How what is said is interpreted” (data analysis) (Cook, 2011, p. 309). These are all 
important considerations for teachers, although their awareness of some of the finer 
points of research methodology is likely to be somewhat sketchy, particularly the 
relative merits of qualitative and quantitative approaches (Cook, 2011).  
 
Another methodological consideration is the question of anonymity in the collection of 
student voice. Many teachers and students view this as a means of enhancing 
authenticity (Davison et al., 2016) and it is widely  assumed to be the default position. 
It is generally agreed that anonymity allows students to speak freely and frankly 
(Lundy, 2007) and often assumed that it allows students to have more confidence in 
the process, with less fear about offending, or being seen to disobey, their teacher 
(Fisher, 2014; Lundy, 2007). Electronic questionnaires were found to encourage a 
greater number and variety of qualitative responses in a tertiary teacher education 
course (Rumpus, Eland, & Shacklock, 2011). In light of this, the default voice collection 
tool becomes the anonymous electronic questionnaire (Bragg, 2010; Davison et al., 
2016; Lundy, 2007; Robertson, 2017). In fact, there is very little choice of collection 
method if anonymity is to be maintained, as almost all other instruments allow for the 
respondent to be identified. This is certainly true for any form of action research in 
which students participate as more than mere data sources (Cook-Sather, 2014). 
Anonymity is not necessarily the absolute gold standard however; in some cases, it is 
not entirely appropriate. For example, when anonymous responses are aggregated, 
typically in a spreadsheet format, individual overall responses may be overlooked. This 
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is particularly the case in larger site-based questionnaires, for example in a tertiary 
setting (Rumpus et al., 2011). Of more concern, however is the observation by Fisher 
(2014) that anonymity undermines the student-teacher trust relationship, and make it 
harder for students’ individual learning needs to be identified. 
 
Summary 
The academic literature on student voice tends to emphasise the theoretical over the 
practical and procedural. Articles include sections on methods and methodologies, but 
these are generally related to research into the field of student voice, rather than the 
actual collection and use of student voice within a school. A great deal of the literature 
is too arcane or written at too academic a level for it to be of practical use for teachers. 
Many studies look at student voice in much wider contexts than the fairly narrow focus 
relevant to individual teacher practice. From the perspective of a classroom secondary 
school teacher wanting to know how to successfully and effectively incorporate student 
voice into the teaching programme, those articles that model best practice or provide 
practical guidelines are of greater usefulness than those that focus solely on more 
theoretical approaches. In particular, teachers want to know how to incorporate 
student voice into their Teaching as Inquiry action research, and are concerned with 
issues of authenticity, but primarily in a “nuts and bolts” sense, for example whether 
or not students should respond anonymously, or be identified. Teachers also want to 
know how the incorporation of student voice will affect their daily classroom practice.  
 
In the context of this study, I wanted to ascertain how teachers and students handled 
practical issues of student voice authenticity such as anonymity in a typical classroom 
teaching and learning context, and in what situations student voice should be initiated 
by the teacher, or by the student. I also wanted to find out from both groups how they 
and others perceived the value of student voice contributions, and whether they felt it 
made a significant difference to student learning and achievement. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Having outlined the research problem, developed aims and research questions for this 
study, and described key themes arising from the academic literature, this chapter 
presents the rationale for the adoption of a qualitative research methodology, based 
on relevant theoretical, ontological and epistemological considerations. A discussion 
of the research method and particularly the use of an online questionnaire for the 
collection of qualitative data, follows. This includes a description of sampling and data 
analysis procedures, followed by a discussion of matters to do with research validity 
and ethics.  
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Theoretical, Ontological and Epistemological Considerations 
This study is about student voice. More specifically, it is about finding out how student 
voice can best be defined, and why and how it should be collected and used. In its 
widest sense, student voice can be seen as a social concept that stems from a “grand 
theory” (Bryman, 2012, p. 19) – that young people should have a voice in society. In 
this sense, it forms a subset of the field of human rights, first articulated in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Hart, 1992). It is clear that 
authors such as Michael Fielding, who writes about “radical democratic education” 
(Fielding, 2011, p. 3) and others (Lundy, 2007; Noyes, 2005) tend to veer towards this 
grand view in their writing. Bringing student voice specifically into a school setting, 
however tends to position theories of student voice more in the “middle range” 
(Bryman, 2012, p. 19), operating in a more limited field of application, with more 
practical concerns and applications. 
 
In an ontological sense, the researcher is concerned with knowing whether a certain 
body of knowledge exists (Davidson & Tolich, 2003). Knowledge about student voice 
in a school exists in the minds of certain social actors in that setting – students and 
teachers primarily, but also administrators, and to a certain extent parents and 
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caregivers. This knowledge exists in the form of a set of beliefs, views and 
perspectives about the definition, capture and use of student voice that are formulated 
and reside in the minds of these actors, whether they have ever been articulated or 
not. This is a constructionist view, holding that these actors continually construct and 
reconstruct this knowledge, either as individuals or as part of a social collective, along 
with all other aspects of their social reality (Bryman, 2012). This contrasts with an 
objectivist view which would see these actors as somewhat passive recipients of an 
external social reality. The constructionist view recognises these realities as unique to 
the individual, appearing highly variable, perhaps even contradictory to the observer 
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). 
 
Epistemology deals with “how we know what we know” (Davidson & Tolich, 2003, p. 
25). This refers to how a body of knowledge can be discovered and accessed. The 
epistemological position linked to the constructionist viewpoint is one of interpretivism. 
In this framework the subjects of research are treated as individuals, each with their 
own significant, and inherently subjective, views (Cohen et al., 2011). The researcher 
seeks to find an “empathic understanding” of human action and behaviour (Bryman, 
2012, p. 15), which embraces, rather than tries to deny, this subjectivity. This is done 
primarily by conducting research “with” rather than “on” the participants (Cook-Sather, 
2006, p. 372), often in the format of an extended conversation or account (Cohen et 
al., 2011). However, as many of the actors, particularly students, may not have 
articulated this knowledge before, the researcher must work with the participant to co-
construct this knowledge (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As to whether the researcher can 
avoid influencing this articulation, and whether it is even considered necessary or 
desirable to try to do so, is a significant debate within the social sciences. Yin (2015) 
describes the conflict stemming from the post-modernist view that any attempts to 
maintain objectivity by a researcher are at best naïve, and at worst a subtle ploy to 
assert power over participants. He then outlines more “participatory”, “cooperative” or 
“reciprocal” approaches (Yin, 2015, p. 19), where the co-production of knowledge and 
the weakening of the traditional hierarchical researcher-subject relationship is seen as 
a fundamental part of the research process. 
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Methodology 
The methodological stance taken by the researcher in this context must stem from the 
constructionist (ontological) and interpretivist (epistemological) positions. Adherence 
to this paradigm leads to employment of a qualitative methodology. According to 
Cohen et al. (2011) this methodology is best suited to situations where knowledge is 
seen as subjective, descriptive, individualistic, personalised and in a micro-scale 
context, where the researcher seeks to interpret the participants’ social constructions 
of reality – in this case their perceptions of the role of student voice in their experience 
at school. Yin (2015) lists several characteristics of qualitative research, including 
representation of the participants’ views and perspectives rather than those of the 
researcher, and an effort to situate the study in a real-world context.  Merriam and 
Tisdell (2016, p. 15) stress that qualitative research focuses on “how people make 
sense of their world”. The goal is to work inductively towards making a contribution to 
social theory (Bryman, 2012). Van Maanen (1979, p. 150) states that the emphasis of 
qualitative research is on the “meaning, not the frequency” of social phenomena – a 
clear reference to the lack of reliance on quantitative data. The study’s aims and 
research questions were geared towards exploring the views, perspectives and 
insights of actors within the social context of a school. Some participants, for example 
teachers and managers, no doubt approached this from an informed perspective, 
perhaps having engaged in professional development on the topic, or relating their 
personal experience. Others, primarily students, may well have responded ‘from the 
heart’ or ‘off the top of their head’ in articulating their ideas or beliefs. In either case 
the aim was to capture, and construct these thoughts, into a coherent body of 
knowledge. Overall, a qualitative methodology was best suited to this task, and the 
data collection method reflected this. 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODS 
Electronic Questionnaires 
The primary method of data collection used in this research was an online, electronic 
questionnaire, using QuestionPro. At first I set up the questionnaire using Google 
Forms, which is a free product, and tested this format with the pilot sample. However, 
one teacher commented that she found the layout confusing. To a large extent this 
was due to the requirement to include a small amount of “skip logic”, where, depending 
27 
on the response to particular questions, subsequent questions or sections can be 
skipped. This caused significant formatting issues for Google Forms, so it was 
abandoned. QuestionPro offered this function, along with improved layout and 
graphics, for a small monthly subscription. Although the option to use the Unitec 
licence for Survey Monkey was suggested, it was unacceptable on the grounds of 
confidentiality and security, as it is a shared database. Separate questionnaires were 
created and customised for teachers and students at each of the three study schools. 
 
Although the one-to-one interview is widely considered to be the primary tool of the 
social science researcher (Lichtman, 2013), especially those following a qualitative 
methodology (Cohen et al., 2011), questionnaires are a useful means of collecting 
data, albeit at a shallower level, from a wider range of respondents than can feasibly 
be interviewed. A questionnaire will provide an “overall picture” rather than the “fine-
grained analysis” gained from interviews Cohen et al. (2011, p. 138).  Generally, the 
questions in a questionnaire tend to be more in number, and more directive, closed 
and scripted than those in a qualitative interview. Questionnaires can range in size 
from a massive national-scale census right down to a small-scale, site-specific 
questionnaire such as the one intended for this study.  They are categorised as being 
administered by a researcher, either face-to-face or by telephone; or self-
administered, either on paper or electronically.  The terms survey and questionnaire 
are often used interchangeably, although Cohen et al. (2011) make the distinction that 
a questionnaire is a widely used instrument for conducting survey-based research. 
 
Some writers either explicitly or implicitly disassociate surveys or questionnaires from 
the field of qualitative research, due to the (often) empirical nature of the data 
collected. Yin (2015) seems to treat surveys and qualitative research as being almost 
mutually exclusive. He writes to the effect that surveys and questionnaires are 
synonymous with quantitative research. Others such as Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 
liken questionnaires to the most structured and most empirical forms of interviews, 
such as market research or a census. Cohen et al. (2011) state that questionnaires 
are often associated with hypothesis testing and measuring, strongly linked to 
quantitative methodologies. They point out that questionnaires tend to be used in 
studies with large sample sizes, geared towards statistical analysis, and that the 
smaller sample sizes of qualitative studies render this data unsuitable for 
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generalisation. On the other hand, Vogt, Gardner, and Haeffele (2012) state that the 
questionnaire is an integral part of social science research, pointing to its ability to 
collect both subjective and objective forms of data. In this study, simple quantitative 
data was collected using Likert scale or multichoice questions intended to get the 
respondent to think about a particular topic, followed by open-ended questions asking 
for a more detailed and individualised written response.  
 
Questionnaire Design 
The first step in questionnaire design is to focus on the research aims, and write 
carefully worded questions to elicit relevant, important information from respondents. 
Bell and Woolner (2012) refer to this process as operationalisation, whereby a non-
measurable concept (such as student voice) is linked to a range of possible responses 
known as indicators.  This is a vital and sensitive procedure which cannot be rushed. 
Cohen et al. (2011) explain it as moving from a set of primary objectives to subsidiary 
topics to specific information requirements – what the researcher ‘needs to know’.  
 
The research questions must inform the questionnaire questions (Vogt et al. 2012), 
which will inevitably determine the possible responses, which must in turn link back to 
the research aims and questions, and so on. In this study, the set of brainstorming 
questions I formulated during the design phase were also useful when I reached the 
stage of writing the actual questionnaire questions, as they helped me to ‘unpack’ the 
research aims and research questions in more detail. Some types of questions should 
be avoided altogether (Bell & Woolner, 2012), including those that are ambiguous or 
imprecise; those that require knowledge the respondent may not have; those that are 
double-headed, covering more than one variable; and those that are ‘leading’ or 
‘presuming’. It is essential to test the questions, perhaps using a pilot study, followed 
by further revision, noting early indications of necessary analytical approaches (Bell & 
Woolner, 2012). In this case the pilot study took place at a separate school, yielding 
useful feedback. Teachers made helpful comments as to the structure of the 
questionnaire, and students demonstrated that the questions were pitched at a 
suitable level of complexity. However, little insight was gained as to possible analytical 
approaches, as the responses tended to be a bit rushed and unfocussed. 
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In this study the research aims and questions were based around the nature and 
purpose of student voice; the perceived value and benefits of student voice; and the 
recommended, or best practice procedures for the collection and use of student voice 
in secondary schools. The questionnaire loosely followed this structure, given that 
some of the sections and questions relate to more than one research aim. For both 
teacher and student questionnaires, after initial questions designed to gain informed 
consent, and to establish that the respondent met the sampling criteria (Section A), 
respondents were asked to define student voice in their own words (Section B).  
 
The next two sections of the questionnaire asked respondents to base their responses 
on a particular example or “experience” of student voice specifically related to student 
learning (as opposed to other school-based contexts such as voting in student 
elections). Respondents were advised to focus on what they considered to be the 
“best” or “most typical” example in their experience. The intention of this was to avoid 
overly generalised or possibly contradictory responses from those who may have had 
a wider range of experience with student voice. In Section C, respondents were asked 
to state, and then comment on, the type, context and purpose of student voice; the 
method and manner of “collection” used, and aspects such as anonymity and 
identification. Section D looked at the perceived value and benefits of the contribution 
of student voice to students’ own learning and, where relevant, the learning group or 
class, and the wider school community. Section E asked respondents to give their 
perceptions of the value placed on student voice by school decision-makers. 
 
From this point onwards, teacher and student questionnaires differed slightly. In both 
cases, respondents were asked to consider student voice in a wider sense (as 
opposed to a single example) although still focussing on the context of student 
learning. Section F asked teachers to comment on their own views and practice 
regarding the value and implementation of student voice. Students were asked for 
similar responses, but from their perspective. Teachers then had a final section (G), in 
which they were asked for advice or recommendations they would offer to colleagues 
regarding “best practice” for the collection and use of student voice. Students did not 
have this section, finishing at F. The teacher and student questionnaires are included 
as Appendices 1 and 2 respectively. 
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A key distinction in questionnaire design can be seen between open and closed 
questions. Closed questions are simpler to answer, but narrower in the information 
they elicit, and can be expressed in a range of forms, such as ranking, multichoice or 
using a Likert scale (Cohen et al., 2011). They are also simpler to code and analyse 
(Payne & Payne, 2004). Open questions may be simpler to write but may lead to a 
much wider range and extent of responses, requiring coding and analysis much like 
interview responses. Cohen et al. (2011) note that open questions may also elicit date 
that is irrelevant or redundant (or at least seemingly so), creating another analytical 
challenge. The questionnaire in this study included a combination of both types, 
generally in the form of one or more closed questions on a topic, followed by an open 
question inviting further elaboration or explanation. 
 
A recurring theme in the literature is questionnaire effectiveness (Bryman, 2012). 
There are many factors which determine how useful the questionnaire will be in 
eliciting relevant information. Respondents must complete the questions for any 
questionnaire to provide valid and useful data. Therefore, most of the writers discuss 
‘response rate’ at some length. It is widely accepted that questionnaires will never 
achieve one hundred percent response (Cohen et al., 2011), but there is no clear 
consensus on which types are more likely to succeed. Cohen et al. (2011) predict a 
fairly low response rate for electronic questionnaires but given that most of their 
sources on this topic are from the mid-1990s this pattern may have changed, given 
the relative saturation of electronic media since then. They also point out that 
electronic responses tend to come back more quickly than paper copies, as people 
may complete them immediately they are received as emails.  
 
Non-response to questionnaires is an issue for the researcher. Cohen et al. (2011) 
differentiate between unit and item non-response. The former refers to those who 
either do not complete or do not return the questionnaire (effectively the same thing); 
whereas the latter means people who miss parts of the questionnaire, either by 
skipping questions, or ‘dropping off’ before completion and then sending it back to the 
researcher. Both have implications for the results. Item non-responses create odd 
‘holes’ in the data, but unit non-responses beg questions about particular cohorts of 
respondents who may not respond, skewing the data set. As to why people fail to 
respond, there are numerous answers, some of which may strike at the very roots of 
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the hidden power imbalance in question, for example particular social groups who feel 
so disempowered that they don’t wish to engage with the research at all (Cohen et al., 
2011).  Overall, they state, people are more likely to respond if they feel engaged with 
the subject matter of the questionnaire, and if the ‘respondent burden’ is low, meaning 
it is not considered to be more trouble than it is worth. In this study, these issues did 
not become significant. The next section, on Sampling, will show how most were 
avoided. However, the lack of a ‘save and return’ function on the electronic 
questionnaire meant that some respondents, who perhaps ran out of time (or interest), 
had their partial responses recorded as non-complete. In some cases, these partial 
responses still yielded useful data.  
 
Formatting can have great impact on questionnaire effectiveness, and the literature 
contains many suggestions on best practice. In the case of a questionnaire containing 
a mix of open and closed questions, the consensus is to not lead with open questions, 
and to leave more complex questions until later (Bell & Woolner, 2012; Cohen et al., 
2011). Interestingly, in another context, Cohen et al. (2011, p. 287), quoting from Reips 
(2002, p. 249), suggest that the questionnaire should be formatted using a “high-hurdle 
technique”, where that detailed instructions and complex questions are put at the 
beginning, assuming it is better for a respondent to not attempt the questionnaire than 
to begin and not complete it. In general, instructions must be clear and sufficiently 
detailed, but not confusing or ambiguous, and the order of questions is significant.  
 
Cohen et al. (2011) point out other issues that may affect the usefulness of 
questionnaires. Satisficing is the practice of giving the bare minimum of answers rather 
than the optimum. This occurs when respondents omit non-mandatory answers, most 
often those for open-ended questions. In this study, almost all questions were made 
compulsory (marked with a red asterisk on the questionnaire, denoting that a response 
is required), in order to minimise the aforementioned problems. However, this did 
mean that some respondents gave very brief answers to open-ended questions. 
 
Sampling 
Sampling is an important consideration for a qualitative questionnaire. The aim of 
qualitative research is to investigate in-depth rather than taking a broad view 
(Lichtman, 2013), so unlike a quantitative study, the sample size for qualitative 
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research does not need to be random, representative or large (Cohen et al., 2011). 
Instead it involves choosing or accepting participants who fulfil key criteria, primarily 
their ability to articulate useful and relevant knowledge on the topic (Bryman, 2012). 
In light of this, various types of purposive sampling can be used (Lichtman, 2013). For 
example, for his questionnaire-based research on the professional development of 
school middle leaders, Bassett (2012) chose to purposively sample Board of Trustee 
(BOT) members, senior leaders and middle leaders from five state secondary schools. 
This group was chosen because they were presumed to hold relevant knowledge and 
experience on the topic being studied. Bryman (2012) also discusses theoretical 
sampling, which means having different categories of data capture in mind and 
continuing to interview people until arriving at saturation level for each category, an 
approach of relevance to this study.  
 
The first step towards establishing a research sample was to identify some 
multicultural, state, co-educational secondary schools in the Auckland area for whom 
student voice is a focus. One of these schools has been showcased as an exemplar 
school by the Ministry of Education (Ministry of Education, 2018) and was the subject 
of an article on the role of student voice in teaching inquiry (Davison et al., 2016). The 
choice of exemplar schools is a form of purposive sampling known as paradigmatic 
case sampling (Palys, 2012).  Within those schools a group of students and teachers 
would be chosen using quota and criterion sampling (Palys, 2012). This involved 
identifying a group of potential teacher and student respondents who would best be 
able to provide useful knowledge and experience on the topic of student voice in 
relation to student learning. It was decided that the student sample should comprise 
year 13 students over the age of sixteen, who had attended their current secondary 
school continuously for at least three and a half years, (meaning that they had been 
attending since the beginning of 2014 when they would probably have commenced 
Year 10). The age of these students was a factor in terms of research ethics, as 
participants over the age of sixteen years are able to give their own informed consent, 
avoiding the need for parental consent. In order to narrow the sample somewhat, it 
was intended to only approach students taking Year 13 Social Science subjects. The 
staff sample was also taken from teachers who had taught at their respective schools 
continuously since 2014, although in this case there was no requirement for them to 
be Social Science specialists.  The initial goal was to gather a sample of 45 to 60 
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student responses from across the three schools, with no more than 25 from any one 
school. For teachers, the goal was from five to ten responses per school, with a total 
sample of 15 to 20 responses. 
 
Having gained access to these schools, in each case a liaison staff member arranged 
for staff members and a group of year 13 students to be informed about the survey, 
and therefore be given the opportunity to participate on a voluntary basis. In order to 
maintain confidentiality, I was limited to addressing the teaching staff and selected 
student classes in order to explain the background and rationale to the study but was 
not actively involved in recruiting prospective respondents as such. At this point the 
sampling method was modified somewhat from the initial plan. One school preferred 
that the staff liaison person handled the whole procedure, keeping me distanced from 
staff and students. Another school preferred the approach to students to be done 
through timetabled study classes rather than Social Science classes. It was apparent 
that some of the students who showed interest in completing the questionnaire were 
also Social Science students, but some were not. In all cases, no matter who made 
the approach to staff or students, it was stressed that the key sampling criteria for this 
qualitative research was willingness to be involved and ability to share useful insights 
into student voice. The staff liaison person was also responsible for sending reminder 
messages to students via their class or study teachers, and emails to staff members, 
to encourage and remind them to participate after the initial recruitment phase. 
 
As can be seen in Table 3.1 there was a significant dropout rate among respondents, 
particularly students. In total, 129 potential respondents opened the electronic 
questionnaire by clicking on the web link. From there, 102 students and teachers 
actually began responding to the questionnaire, meaning they got as far as completing 
the first question, which asked them to write a definition of student voice. The vast 
majority of dropouts occurred almost immediately after that point. In terms of the 31 
students and five teachers who dropped out of the questionnaire, I decided to retain 
their definitions (first question) in the main data set but ignore all of their subsequent 
responses. In most cases any further partial responses from this subset contributed 
very little to the wider picture anyway. 
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Table 3.1: Respondents by school 
 School A School B School C TOTAL 
Students: Addressed 
by researcher 
Approx 65 students in 
three Year 13 study 
classes. 
Approx 50 students in 
two Year 13 Social 
Science classes 
None – approach to students 
in Year 13 Social Science 
classes made by staff liaison 
 
Began responding to 
questionnaire 
29 30 25 84 
Completed 
questionnaire 
12 24 17 53 
Teachers: Addressed 
by researcher 
Whole staff Whole staff 
None – approach to staff 
made by staff liaison, with 
priority given to Social Science 
teachers 
 
Began responding to 
questionnaire 
8 4 6 18 
Completed 
questionnaire 
4 3 6 13 
 
A close reading of the responses, however, lead to further substantial culling of the 
student data set. It became apparent that many student respondents had not engaged 
with the questionnaire in a meaningful way. Many responses were superficial, vague, 
repetitive, confused, ambiguous or in a few cases, copied directly from websites. It 
was evident that several students had not understood specific questions or, in fact, the 
point of the entire questionnaire, as their responses were about the structure and 
wording of the questions they were answering at that instant, rather than their own 
prior experience with student voice. More to the point, however, most of the student 
responses were not clearly focused on the role of student voice as it relates to teaching 
and learning, despite clear guidance in the questionnaire instructions. This became 
apparent from the second section onwards, when respondents were asked to 
elaborate on a particular “student voice experience” related to teaching and learning. 
Most of the student responses at this point related to wider school experiences, or if 
they were classroom-based, focused almost entirely on assessment. In my 
experience, the latter conversations, although they involve an aspect of student voice, 
are largely transactional in nature, concentrating on mechanical details. Much of the 
wording suggested that they were describing the fairly common but narrowly-focused 
practice of students ‘negotiating’ with teachers about aspects of their assessment such 
as conditions, deadlines, extensions, grades and resubmissions. I chose to not include 
these as the desired outcome of these discussions tends to be very much about 
individual students seeking an improved result for a specific assessment. Instead I 
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was looking for respondents who could construct a rich, coherent, qualitative narrative 
about their experiences with student voice in the context of teaching and learning. 
Therefore, I took the purposive sampling method a step further, honing in on a much 
smaller student sample, the Core Group, as shown in Table 3.2.  
 
Table 3.2: Core Group of respondents by school 
 
School 
 A 
School B School C TOTAL 
Students:  
SA2     SA8 
SA12 
SB6    SB14 
SB19    SB21 
SC6    SC16 
SC17 
10 
Teachers:  
TA1    TA2 
TA3    TA4 
TB1    TB2 
TB3 
TC1    TC2 
TC3    TC4 
TC5    TC6 
13 
 
Data Analysis 
Analysis of qualitative data is  an inexact science. Bryman (2012) states that qualitative 
analysis does not have the same degree of standardisation as does quantitative, and 
that there is no clear consensus as to how to reach that point, if indeed it is desirable. 
Cohen et al (2011, p. 537) stress that the key issue is “fitness for purpose”, in other 
words the form and method of analysis must meet the requirements of the researcher’s 
plan and aims. They also point out that data analysis, rather than condensing the 
already rich data, can have the effect of expanding it. To cope with this, they suggest 
“progressive focusing” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 539), where the researcher begins to 
analyse and interpret as soon as the data is collected. An advantage of using 
questionnaires, as opposed to other qualitative methods such as interviews or focus 
groups, is that there is no need for transcription, and the responses tend to be more 
focussed in relation to the research themes. However, the researcher must still make 
sense of the responses, which have been typed into text boxes with no checks as to 
grammar, spelling or meaning. 
 
The key procedure in analysis is coding (Bryman, 2012). Coding is the process of 
organising and categorising data in order to identify patterns and connections (Payne 
& Payne, 2004). It incorporates identification and the first stages of interpretation of 
the data. Essentially the researcher is beginning the process of taking the content and 
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meaning of respondent’s answers and turning it into ‘chunks’ of information relevant 
to the needs of the researcher. This fragmentation can be seen as both a strength and 
weakness of the process (Bryman, 2012), as described earlier. 
 
The questionnaire in this study contained a mixture of closed and open-ended 
questions. The function of most of the closed questions was to act as prompts, getting 
respondents to think about particular topics prior to giving more detailed qualitative 
answers. As such, they were analysed using very simple quantitative tools, without 
giving them undue emphasis. The open-ended questions were analysed using coding 
methods as described above. This is known as content analysis (Bryman, 2012) where 
the data is analysed in terms of important themes, guided by the themes that emerged 
from the academic literature. This was aided by the fact that the research aims and 
questions, and subsequently the structure and questions of the questionnaire, were 
themselves guided by the literature themes. In other words, the data set was already 
somewhat thematic in nature. 
 
Although there are no rules of coding as such, researchers have developed useful 
principles. Payne and Payne (2004) give a simple and coherent set of guidelines on 
how this could be done. This involves an iterative process of preliminary analysis of 
main themes informed by the research aims and questions. Then follow several 
rounds of classification (and reclassification), refining and scrutiny to make sure the 
data are thoroughly explored and interpreted, always referring to the research aims 
and questions.  Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006) explain that this process 
is inductive, researcher-driven, in the sense that the researcher must “immerse 
themselves in the data” (p.195, 196) in an interactive way. These authors and others 
such as Merriam and Tisdell (2016) also stress the importance of “memoing” (Lofland 
et al., 2006, p.209) which relates to the researcher keeping track of their thought 
processes throughout the various steps of analysis. 
 
In light of the sampling considerations and significant narrowing of the data set 
described previously, I decided to adopt the following guidelines in terms of analysis. 
For the first question, which consists of qualitative definitions of student voice, I have 
analysed the entire data set (102 responses in total). The subsequent sections contain 
a mixture of quantitative and qualitative data. Here I have conducted simple 
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quantitative analyses for the 53 students and 13 teachers who completed the 
questionnaire, but also focused on the Core Group of 10 student and 8 teacher 
respondents. As for the qualitative responses, the analysis concentrates almost solely 
on the Core Group responses, with occasional reference to other notable statements 
from the wider data set. 
 
Validity 
The quality of a piece of qualitative research is often referred to as its rigour (Saumure 
& Given, 2008). Among other criteria, such as transparency (e.g. the existence of a 
clear audit trail) and comparativeness (the degree to which the study could be 
duplicated), rigour is measured by the researcher’s adherence to ethical practices and 
the validity of the research and its findings. These characteristics will be defined, and 
their application to this study discussed. 
 
Validity is not easily defined in the field of qualitative research; instead, to a large 
degree, the concept of validity is linked to the study’s purposes, aims, methodology 
and methods (Miller, 2008). Some branches of social science disavow validity, 
claiming it to be an artificially imposed construct that threatens the credibility of their 
research. Cohen et al. (2011) cite several authors who hold to this view, stressing that 
the “intensive personal involvement and in-depth responses of individuals” (p. 181) 
are enough evidence of validity. However, Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify broad-
brush criteria such as trustworthiness, credibility, authenticity, transferability (much like 
comparativeness), and plausibility, and Cohen et al. (2011) cite several other, similar 
profiles. However Yin (2015) helps to clarify the situation by saying that it is about 
“whether another study, given the same lens or orientation ,would have collected the 
same evidence and have drawn the same conclusions” (p. 88). 
 
Within the field of validity lie internal and external types. External validity is usually 
defined in terms of how well the research findings can be generalised beyond the 
specific context in which the research took place (Bryman, 2012). However Cohen et 
al. (2011) explain that this is problematic for the qualitative researcher, as 
contextualisation of research is one of its foundations. External validity can be 
interpreted as comparability (Saumure & Given, 2008) or transferability (Lincoln & 
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Guba, 1985), but once again the debate rages as to whether this is possible or 
desirable, or merely another “injection of positivism” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 187). 
 
Internal validity deals with the very nature of the qualitative methodology (Cohen et 
al., 2011). Once again these authors address numerous lists of characteristics and 
threats to internal validity, but Yin (2015) perhaps sums it up best by stating “a valid 
study is one that has properly interpreted its data” (p. 88). Merriam & Tisdell (2016) 
ask whether the research findings truly capture the reality expressed by participants. 
Internal validity is probably easier to assess than external, as observations must be 
able to show a clear link back to the study’s theoretical basis, forming a useful link in 
the chain of inductive reasoning (Cohen et al., 2011). In the end, the researcher must 
be the best judge of validity – it is difficult for anyone else to prove or disprove it. 
 
Measures can be taken to support and strengthen validity in qualitative research such 
as this study. One is to emphasise authenticity, which Cohen et al. (2011, p. 184) 
equate to “the ability of the research to report a situation through the eyes of the 
participants”. Variables such as a convincing weight of evidence, and triangulation of 
methods are mentioned. The latter is a technique involving converging lines of inquiry 
(Yin, 2015), such as collecting information from at least three sources, preferably 
different types, and cross-checking the data between them. Merriam & Tisdell (2016) 
write that the post-modern version of triangulation is the more multi-faceted 
crystallisation. They also describe “respondent validation” (p. 246), where respondents 
are asked to review and validate the transcripts of their interviews and the following 
analysis. In the case of an anonymous questionnaire, as in this study, this is not 
possible as the respondents are not identified. Therefore, the researcher must assume 
that respondents’ answers accurately reflect their understanding, knowledge and 
perceptions, and must then ensure that these views are accurately reflected in their 
findings and conclusions. 
 
Ethical Issues 
Another aspect of rigour is the necessity to conduct research in an ethical manner. 
The trustworthiness of a study is essentially grounded in the trustworthiness of the 
researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). They state that the most likely place where 
ethical dilemmas may occur is in the collection of data and dissemination of findings, 
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as these are where the relationship between researcher and respondent are most 
exposed. Bryman (2012), following other authors, lists four key, intertwined, aspects 
of ethics. These are: prevention of harm to participants; gaining informed consent; 
preventing invasion of privacy; and avoiding the use of deception.  The first three of 
these are of paramount importance in this study. There are also specific ethical 
considerations to be observed regarding the participation of students and Māori, 
especially Māori students in social science research in New Zealand.  
 
Avoiding harm in any form is the prime consideration in the research relationship (Vogt 
et al., 2012). Bryman (2012) lists psychological stress and damage to self-esteem as 
some examples. In general, the use of a questionnaire as the means of data collection 
means that most of these ethical issues can be avoided. Given that participation is 
voluntary, and respondents are able to discontinue at any time, means that the 
potential power imbalance due to discomfort from potentially probing questions (Vogt 
et al., 2012) shifts largely away from the researcher to the respondents.  Harm could 
also potentially emerge from the analysis of questionnaire data, mainly in the form of 
attempts to identify the respondent and / or study context from the final report. Privacy 
concerns therefore are also very significant. These are often categorised as anonymity 
and confidentiality (Bryman, 2012). Anonymity is only possible in as much as the 
researcher will not identify the respondent, and in the age of electronic data cannot be 
promised. In this study each respondent initially received a random software-assigned 
code number. These codes were then manually replaced in the spreadsheet by a set 
of unique study identification codes. For example, the code TA2 referred to the second 
Teacher respondent from school A. In another example, code SB25D was the 25th 
Student respondent from school B, who “dropped out” of the questionnaire after 
completing the first question. 
 
The strongest guarantee that can be given is one of confidentiality. In order to maintain 
privacy and confidentiality, participants were not asked to identify themselves by 
name, ethnicity or gender, and were advised that the questionnaire did not ask them 
to do so at any stage. They were also informed that neither them nor their school would 
be identified in the final study report. Vogt et al. (2012) note that talk between 
respondents at a site may be a threat to privacy. It is almost impossible for others to 
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not know who has participated, which may create issues in some schools. However, 
this lies outside the researcher’s scope of control. 
 
This leads to the area of informed consent, where the researcher attempts to warn 
potential participants of any hazards, giving them the right to not participate, or 
withdraw at any stage during the study (Bryman, 2012). This is quite straightforward 
with a questionnaire, where the questions are clear cut (Vogt et al., 2012). Potential 
respondents can be informed of the topic, and particularly the purpose of the study, 
and invited to participate with no sense of obligation. In this study, detailed information 
about the research topic and aims of the study was given at the recruitment stage. 
Those who chose to engage with the questionnaire were then given a further reminder 
of these matters, along with information about confidentiality and anonymity, on the 
first page of the questionnaire. At the bottom of this page they were given the option 
to either give their informed consent, and therefore continue, or, by not giving consent, 
simply not participate. In order to reduce the burden for school liaison persons, only 
students over the age of 16 years were able to participate, as students of this age do 
not require parental consent. 
 
A particularly important consideration in New Zealand concerns the involvement of 
Māori, specifically school students. This is an integral part of our commitment to 
honour the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi, which are Participation, Partnership 
and Protection (Hudson & Russell, 2009).  Spoonley (2003) and researchers following 
Kaupapa Māori methodologies such as Smith (2003), Hudson and Russell (2009) and 
Bishop (2008) explain that this is because of a cultural power imbalance that has 
permeated past research, where research has operated as a vehicle for social control, 
being conducted ‘on’ Māori and other cultural groups, but certainly not ‘with’ them or 
for their benefit, often contributing to the perpetuation of racist stereotypes. Spoonley 
(2003) cites four main recommendations from this kaupapa: the idea that research is 
a partnership; the issue of accountability; the requirement for researchers to take 
responsibility for their own actions; and the question of what is going to come from the 
research (p. 55). As research in Aoteaoroa is almost certain to involve the participation 
of Māori and other cultural groups, this was carefully considered in the research 
design, and the decision taken to not ask students to identify their ethnicity. 
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In order to avoid a possible conflict of interest I avoided approaching the school where 
I am currently employed, as well as places of past employment. Likewise, schools 
where family members are employed or attend were also avoided, as were those 
where the researcher has strong personal or professional relationships with staff 
members. Following consideration of these possible ethical issues, the proposed 
research was submitted to, and subsequently approved, by the Unitec Research 
Ethics Committee (UREC), with very few adjustments needing to be made. 
 
SUMMARY 
This chapter has explained and justified the use of a qualitative research methodology 
for this study, stemming from the constructivist and interpretive ontological and 
epistemological frameworks in which this field of research is positioned. The use of an 
online questionnaire as an appropriate tool for the collection of qualitative data was 
then explained and defended. Procedures concerning the selection and recruitment of 
a sample of staff members and senior students at three Auckland secondary schools 
were described, followed by a summary of how the questionnaire data was analysed. 
Lastly, important considerations concerning the validity and ethics of the research 
were discussed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter presents data gathered from the questionnaire on student voice 
administered at three secondary schools. The perspectives of the respondents are 
outlined under three headings, informed by themes arising from the literature. These 
are: the nature and purpose of student voice; the perceived value and benefits of 
student voice; and the practice of using student voice in secondary schools. In each 
case data will be presented from the perspectives of teachers and students.  
 
 
THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF STUDENT VOICE 
Respondents were first asked to give their own definition of student voice. 84 students 
and 18 teachers responded to this question, giving a wide range of definitions and 
perspectives. Following that question (at which point 21 students and five teachers 
stopped participating) respondents were asked to write about a particular experience 
of student voice with which they had been involved, including a description, and the 
purpose of their particular example. This was completed by 53 students and 13 
teachers. In some cases, some of the responses to other questions, such as 
comments about how the student voice was collected, also lent themselves to 
assisting with clarification of the nature and purpose of student voice. In the following 
sections quotes from respondents are identified by their study identification code, for 
example TA2 (the second Teacher respondent from school A) and SB25D (the 25th 
Student respondent from school B, who “dropped out” of the questionnaire after 
completing the first question). The full questionnaires are attached as Appendices A 
and B (teacher questionnaire and student questionnaire respectively). 
 
Teacher responses 
Nature of student voice 
The definitions of student voice given by teachers contained statements which fell into 
four main categories. A summary is shown in Table 4.1. Most teachers gave definitions 
that covered more than one category, so the total number of statements is 
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considerably higher than the actual number of respondents. A clear pattern can be 
seen where teachers from school C gave considerably more emphasis to the concept 
of Feedback to teachers in their definitions, relying much less on simple definitions. 
 
Table 4.1: Summary of definitions of student voice – teachers by school 
Categories School A School B School C Total 
Number of Respondents 8 4 6 18 
Simple definitions 5 2 0 7 
Context-based statements 2 3 1 6 
Decision making / change agency 2 1 0 3 
Ownership of learning 1 3 2 6 
Feedback to teachers 1 2 7 10 
Total statements 11 11 10 32 
 
Simple definitions were those which basically restated the term “student voice” in a 
slightly different way. Examples of these simple definitions included: 
Student's point of view or their opinion (TA5) 
Voice of the student body (TA1) 
These were mostly written in the passive voice. However, a few had a more active 
sense, mentioning the role teachers play in enabling student voice to occur, such as: 
Acknowledging / considering student views (TB1) 
Context-based definitions spoke about student voice taking place in a particular 
context, generally to do with learning and / or assessment. Examples included: 
They are consulted on… which assessments or units of work they would prefer in 
the subjects they are taking (TA3) 
Students can sometimes choose the topic / learning material / learning medium 
(TB4D) 
The next category included definitions which emphasised students using student voice 
in decision-making processes in the school or acting as change agents. For example: 
Students taking part in crucial decisions on their learning (TA3) 
Using the students’ thoughts, opinions and ideas to inform decision making around 
the school (TB3)  
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Ownership of learning included comments which referred to student agency regarding 
their own learning. Some examples of these comments are: 
Students identify their own learning needs, with guidance, and act on these, with 
input from their teachers and peers. Learning is student-centred not assessment-
centred (TB4D) 
Student voice… develops student agency and 'buy-in' to their learning and the 
teaching in the classroom (TC2) 
The category of feedback is more teacher-centred than the others, for example: 
Student voice… provides powerful qualitative and quantitative data for teachers to 
reflect upon and inform their practice (TC2) 
… engaging with a range of student voices to try and better understand the impact 
of my teaching (TC1) 
 
It is important to note that these categories are not mutually exclusive. Some of these 
examples could be used for more than one category. Instead, the categories act as a 
lens on the different perceptions of student voice that emerge from the responses. 
 
Purpose of student voice 
In the next section of the questionnaire (section C), respondents wrote about a 
particular example of student voice with which they had been involved. Like the 
definitions given in the first question, their responses regarding the purpose of their 
student voice example, along with those on some of the more procedural aspects 
(such as how it was collected and why; who initiated it and why; whether it was 
identified or anonymous, and why) highlighted certain conceptual categories. These 
were: Learner Agency, Inquiry and Review, and Pedagogical Approaches. Once 
again, these categories are not mutually exclusive. Table 4.2 shows a breakdown of 
responses relating to these categories.  
 
Table 4.2: Summary of purpose of student voice – teachers by school 
Categories School A School B School C Total 
Number of respondents 4 3 6 13 
Learner Agency TA2, TA3 TB1, TB2, TB3 TC1* 6 
Inquiry / Review / Feedback TA1, TA4  TC1*, TC4, TC5 5 
Pedagogical Approaches   TC2, TC3, TC6 3 
*Teacher TC1 stated very clearly that their example had a dual purpose, hence they appear twice in the table.  
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Learner Agency refers to student voice examples where the teachers explained their 
purpose in terms of the students taking ownership of, or agency in, their learning. 
Teachers who emphasised this aspect used descriptors such as: 
The purpose was to enable students to explore an idea… that they were interested 
in (TB2) 
…help students become more agentic and engage with the teaching and learning 
process (TC1) 
Inquiry / Review / Feedback relates to student voice examples which teachers saw as 
being focused on their need to reflect upon their own teaching practice, generally as 
part of the teaching as inquiry process. In each case this was initiated by the school 
and pitched to students as an opportunity for them to give constructive feedback or 
feed-forward to their teacher. Teachers made comments such as: 
The student voice… will inform my pedagogy for next term (TC4) 
This was aimed at learning about what changes I need to make to my practice to 
cater to the needs of my students (TC5) 
One teacher wrote very specifically about the role of student voice in the teacher 
inquiry model they were implementing: 
Students were in some ways part of the teacher inquiry process – so the model 
was to see students as co-enquirers (TC1) 
Lastly, Pedagogical Approaches refers to situations where teachers used student 
voice as a tool in a particular learning activity. For example, one teacher used student 
voice as part of their teaching of metacognition and critical thinking, saying: 
Students were encouraged to describe what elements of their learning had been 
most successful and why, and could these same techniques be applied to the 
other areas of the topic (TC2) 
Overall, it was apparent that most of the teachers held a positive view of the purpose 
of student voice, and particularly its role in the teaching as inquiry process. This came 
through as a very strong theme in the responses from school C, which has emphasised 
the schoolwide development of student voice through its professional development 
programme. As one of the school C teachers stated: 
(student voice) is an integral part of the inquiry process… (TC2) 
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Student responses 
Nature of student voice 
Statements from student respondents revealed some similarities, but also some key 
differences when compared to those of the teachers. As could perhaps be expected, 
a greater proportion of the student statements were simple definitions, particularly from 
school A, whereas references to ownership of learning were practically non-existent 
across the board. These statements are summarised in Table 4.3. 
 
Table 4.3: Summary of definitions of student voice – students by school 
Categories School A School B School C Total 
Number of respondents 29 30 25 84 
Simple definitions 32 23 13 68 
Context-based statements 0 1 6 7 
Decision making / Change agency 2 10 9 21 
Ownership of learning 0 0 1 1 
Feedback to teachers 1 0 11 12 
Right / ability / opportunity to speak 11 8 5 24 
Total statements 46 42 45 133 
 
Students from school C placed considerably more emphasis on the aspect of feedback 
to teachers, a category that barely appeared in the other schools’ responses. 
Statements such as the following appeared in their responses: 
… to help our teachers understand if their teaching methods are working and if 
not, then how they could improve their method (SC10) 
… teachers finding out how the students like to learn and if they can improve their 
current learning techniques to fit their style of learning (SC16) 
One student took a more negative stance, saying: 
… some of my friends just gave a teacher good feedback even if it’s not true 
because they didn’t want to get hated or get into trouble (SA2) 
The most significant difference however, was the inclusion of a completely new 
category that did not feature in the teacher responses – that of a student’s right, or at 
the very least the ability or opportunity, to speak, with the expectation that the school 
will provide a forum in which they will be heard. The emphasis on rights came most 
47 
strongly from students at school A but appeared in all school’s responses. Examples 
of such comments include: 
Student Voice to me is the ability of a student to have complete freedom of speech 
(SA18D) 
Student voice is the… expression of freedom for students (SA15D) 
Some students used this concept in a slightly different sense, that of “righting wrongs”: 
Students… fighting for what’s wrong. students fighting for their rights (SA17D) 
Overall, students who took this view made some strong statements, such as: 
If I have something which I believe is wrong or should be changed, I expect it to be 
heard… and for them to take into account my opinions (SB6). 
 
Purpose of student voice 
In the following questions (section C of the questionnaire), students, like the teachers, 
were asked to write about an example of student voice which they had experienced. 
As with definitions of student voice, student perceptions of its purpose largely 
overlapped with those of teachers but with some notable differences. I have once 
again concentrated here on the core group of ten student respondents who were most 
able to construct a coherent narrative of this experience and their perceptions of it, 
and who largely focused on examples relevant to their learning experiences, rather 
than wider school issues. Table 4.4 gives a summary of their responses. The notable 
addition to the data is once again the category of Rights, as described above. Learner 
Agency and Pedagogical Approaches, however, were not specifically referred to by 
any of the student respondents. Another difference is that three of the students defined 
their student voice experience as being initiated by themselves, a distinction which is 
important in light of their perceptions of student voice in the learning environment. 
 
Table 4.4: Summary of purpose of student voice – students by school 
Categories School A School B School C Total 
Number of Respondents (Core Group) 3 4 3 10 
Feedback: 
Teacher-initiated SA8, SA12 SB6 SC6, SC16  
Student-initiated  SB14, SB19 SC17  
Rights SA2 SB21   
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Eight of the ten responses nominated some aspect of Feedback as the primary 
purpose of the student voice experience. However, none of these mentioned Inquiry 
or Review – these appear to be “teacher concepts”. Teacher-initiated Feedback was 
noted by six respondents. They referred to various forms of surveys or similar formats, 
usually conducted at the end of topics, or occasionally as feed-forward prior to a 
learning experience. Quotes such as the following summarise this type of student 
voice experience: 
…help the teachers look at their weakness in teaching and figure out ways they 
could effectively teach, in order for students to achieve greater results… (SA12) 
We were able to explain to her anonymously what we think about her teaching and 
different aspects that may need changing or improvement (SC6) 
Some students noted that the purpose of the student voice was to identify necessary 
changes that would be of benefit to future year groups and not themselves: 
…allow future students to be less stressed and therefore work their best (SB6) 
In a similar vein, the examples of student-initiated feedback were largely about their 
workload around internal assessments. Students related how they had made 
suggestions about the content and balance of assessments: 
…to ensure that students can actually do the work and feel like they are getting 
something out of it (SB14). 
 
Nature and purpose of student voice: Key Findings 
Responses to sections B and C of the questionnaire provide insights into teachers’ 
and students’ perceptions of the nature and purpose of student voice. Analysis of this 
data highlights some key similarities and differences between the two groups’ 
perceptions, as well as interesting variations within the groups. The Key Findings on 
teacher and student perceptions of the nature and purpose of student voice can be 
summarised as follows: 
 
Key Finding 1: Similarities between teacher and student perceptions of the nature and 
purpose of student voice. 
Both teachers and students gave responses about the nature and purpose of student 
voice that were categorised as: Simple definitions; Context-based; Decision-making 
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and Change agency; and Ownership of learning. Both groups also wrote about 
aspects of Feedback to teachers, although this was strongest from school C. 
 
Key Finding 2: Differences between teacher and student perceptions of the nature and 
purpose of student voice. 
Students, particularly those from school A, tended to rely more heavily on simple 
definitions of student voice than did teachers. Several student respondents, mainly 
from schools A and B, referred to the concept of rights, and the ability and opportunity 
to have their voice heard, in their statements about the nature and purpose of student 
voice, whereas none of the teachers mentioned this aspect. Several students also 
differentiated between teacher-initiated and student-initiated feedback, but teachers 
wrote almost exclusively about teacher-initiated feedback. Teachers wrote about 
Learner Agency and Pedagogical Approaches in their discussion about the purpose 
of student voice, whereas students did not. 
 
 
THE PERCEIVED VALUE AND BENEFITS OF STUDENT VOICE 
The next sections of the questionnaire asked respondents about the perceived value 
and benefits of student voice. They were asked for their own perspectives and to relay 
their impression of the perspectives of others. Respondents were asked to attach 
simple quantitative values to statements about student voice in the context of the 
example they had referred to in previous questions. Then they were asked to comment 
and elaborate on their quantitative responses. Data relating to the benefits of student 
voice has largely come from these comments, as well as from earlier statements such 
as those on the definition and purpose of student voice. In this section I have used 
quantitative data from the complete student sample of 53 respondents. However, I 
have used qualitative statements only from the core group of 10 students. 
 
Teacher responses 
Teacher perception of the value of student voice 
In section D of the questionnaire, teachers were asked a set of questions concerning 
their perception of the value of student voice contribution in reference to the example 
they had written about earlier. Firstly, they were asked to quantify the value of the 
student voice; then elaborate on their quantitative response with a comment; and then 
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state how they knew what the value of the student voice contribution was. They were 
asked to relate these three responses to three contexts, which were: students’ own 
learning experiences; the class or learning group; and the context of the wider school 
community. The quantitative questions were based on a Likert Scale of five values 
ranging from “extremely valuable” to “of no value at all”. Two other options were given, 
which were “I don’t know” and “this isn’t relevant to my experience of contributing 
student voice”. The structure of these questions is summarised in Table 4.5, and the 
questions can be seen in the full questionnaire (Appendix A). 
 
Table 4.5: Structure of questions about the value of student voice contribution 
and response types (Section D) 
How valuable do you believe the contribution  
of student voice in this example was to… 
Please comment How do you know? 
students’ own learning? 
the class or learning group? 
the wider school community? 
} Quantitative 
} values using 
} Likert scales 
Qualitative 
comment 
Qualitative 
comment 
 
The first two of these question sets asked teachers to quantify the value of student 
voice to students’ own learning, and then to the class or learning group, using a five-
point Likert scale. In both cases 12 of the 13 respondents believed that student voice 
contribution played a valuable (either an “extremely valuable” or “somewhat valuable”) 
role in students’ own learning, with one taking a neutral stance (see Table 4.6). 
 
Table 4.6: How valuable do you believe the contribution of student voice was 
to students’ own learning experiences in this example? 
 Total School A School B School C 
Extremely valuable 9 3 1 5 
Somewhat valuable 3 1 1 1 
Neither valuable nor not valuable 1 0 1 0 
Total 13 4 3 6 
 
Comments from teachers on these two questions tended to overlap considerably, as 
did the answers to the next question – “how do you know whether or not the student 
voice contribution was of value?” The same ideas came through in both contexts, both 
individual learning and the whole class. These comments fell into three main groups. 
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The first was how student voice had benefitted their teaching practice, with the 
implication being that this was of benefit to students. For example: 
Student voice raised problems / difficulties that students were experiencing that I 
was not aware of… I have been able to address issues and problems (TC5) 
(Student voice) has informed my practice (TC2) 
One teacher explained how student voice data had been useful for organising 
classroom activity groupings; another how they had been able to provide better 
support for the “top and bottom ends” of the class.  
 
Another set of comments described positive changes in the class culture and “learning 
climate” as a result of the student voice being raised. One teacher described in detail 
an “unexpected benefit” of student voice:  
…students get to see how others in their class feel – this awareness has improved 
the class culture… Students have been able to reflect on how their learning 
impacts others which has resulted in students supporting the learning of their 
peers… through peer-assessment (TC6) 
Others commented: 
Students were invested in their learning by having a say in what the focus… might 
include. Their ideas and interests were valued and supported (TB2) 
Student engagement was noticeably different when they chose their context (TB3) 
 
A third narrative was the development of a positive feedback loop about student voice. 
Teachers noted that students could see how their teacher had received their student 
voice in good faith and acted upon it accordingly – and were now keeping them 
informed of this process. Examples included: 
They could see that I was actively engaging with their feedback and responding to 
their needs. They could see their feedback genuinely influenced my practice (TC2) 
Students come to realise that they have a significant role in the learning and 
teaching (TC1) 
 
In terms of evidence as to the value of student voice in the individual and class 
contexts, teachers made several pertinent comments. Most were along similar lines to 
those mentioned already, but they also added that one of the key mechanisms for 
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gauging the value and efficacy of student voice was to ask for further feedback from 
students – another example of a “positive feedback loop”! And, of course a major 
indicator is the results gained from assessments. One teacher noted: 
Bottom line, the results… were the highest any of my cohort have achieved in 
my… years here (TC2) 
Assessment data is also an indication of whether students are… successful (TC5)  
The third context for these questions was the wider school. Results were slightly more 
mixed, but still nine stated that it was “valuable” for the wider school community to 
have student voice being contributed (Table 4.7). 
 
Table 4.7: How valuable do you believe the contribution of student voice was 
to the wider school community in this example? 
 Total School A School B School C  
Extremely valuable 7 3 1 3  
Somewhat valuable 2 0 1 1  
Neither valuable nor not valuable 1 0 1 0  
Of little value 0 0 0 0  
Of no value at all 1 0 0 1  
I don't know 1 0 0 1  
This isn’t relevant to my example 1 1 0 0  
Total 13 4 3 6  
 
Less comments were made about this context, but teachers from school C, which has 
adopted a school wide programme of student voice, felt that the evidence of its value 
was quite visible: 
…as a whole community we see lots of examples of students being engaged with 
the processes of teaching and learning and participating actively in their own 
learning (TC1) 
This teacher noted that a key item of evidence was the feedback from staff via 
professional learning groups, and also from students: 
…so there is survey based feedback which tells us that engaging with student 
voices is of positive value (TC1) 
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Teacher perception of the attitudes of school decision makers towards student voice 
Section E of the questionnaire asked respondents to attempt to quantify, and comment 
on, their perceptions of the attitudes of their school’s decision-makers, such as the 
Principal and other senior leaders, towards the contribution of student voice. Once 
again, they were asked to consider three contexts: students’ own learning; the class 
or learning group; and the wider school community. The summary data for these 
responses can be seen in Table 4.8 
 
Table 4.8: How much value do your school’s decision-makers place on the 
contribution of student voice to… 
Number of teacher respondents who responded 
“A great deal of value” or “Some value” 
School A School B School C Total 
4  3  6  13 
… students’ own learning experiences? 2  3  6  11 
… the class or learning group? 2  3  5  10 
… the wider school community? 1  3  5  9 
 
Firstly, we look at the value of student voice in the context of students’ own learning 
outcomes (Table 4.8). A clear pattern emerges here when comparing the schools. 
Teachers at schools B and C gave their senior leaders an endorsement in terms of the 
value they place on student voice. This could be seen in all three contexts respondents 
were asked to consider, but particularly the wider school context. The wording of some 
responses indicated that respondents found it hard to differentiate between these 
questions and the first set. These differences in perception came through strongly in 
their comments. Those from school A included: 
…some teachers give value to their [student] voice, but I haven’t seen this school 
wide (TA3) 
The school has not really explored this in a huge amount of depth, [only] on an 
individual teacher and department level (TA2) 
School B’s responses were more mixed: 
We have done a lot of work on getting student voice and student agency in a lot of 
ways at school. This has been in classrooms, school initiatives and community 
events… (TB3) 
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There hasn’t really been a shift to valuing student voice in a wider school context. 
There have been some moves by SMT to request more student voice… It has not 
been included in school wide goals or future vision statements (TB1) 
The most positive statements came from teachers from school C, in keeping with the 
quantitative data. Examples include: 
A key part of the professional learning and inquiry focus across the whole school. 
The [Senior Management] team model this a great deal and it is quite prominent 
within the professional learning programme (TC1) 
Student voice has a very high profile in the college, it is mentioned regularly at 
meetings… (TC2) 
However, some school C teachers provided a more guarded view, such as: 
It is valued but sometimes I am concerned that it is used too widely or out of 
context.  There is a danger in taking all comments at face value… (TC6) 
I believe they do value it, but… it is not always possible to respond to it fiully 
without taking other factors into account (TC3) 
 
Teacher perception of the role of student voice in students’ own learning experiences 
Respondents were then presented with a set of six statements which were all to do 
with the role of student voice in the context of their own teaching practice (Section F 
of the questionnaire). Teachers were asked to give quantitative responses using a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”, as well as 
an “I don’t know / not relevant” option. The first four statements: “I encourage students 
to express their student voice in relation to their own learning”; “Students are able to 
contribute their student voice, in regard to their own learning, whenever they want to”; 
“I make changes to the learning programmes as a result of the student voice I receive”; 
and “Students' views are important in determining the best learning outcomes for 
themselves” followed a similar theme, which relates to how the teacher and student 
work together to facilitate student voice. Almost all teacher respondents had a very 
positive view of the role of student voice – in each case 12 of the 13 respondents 
agreed with the proposition (Table 4.9). According to these results teachers believe 
that they are very conscious of the value and benefits of student voice and make sure 
that student voice contributions are given, received and acted upon. As one stated: 
Student voice, for the right purposes, asked in a considered fashion, are pivotal in 
delivering an effective teaching and learning programme (TC2) 
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Table 4.9: Student voice and teachers’ own teaching practice 
Number of teacher respondents who 
“Strongly Agree” or “Agree” with the statement 
School A School B School C Total 
4 3 6 13 
Statement 5: I believe the learning of my students has 
been transformed as a result of being able to express 
their student voice. 
3 1 5 9 
Statement 6: Students should be able to negotiate all 
aspects of their learning programme. 
2 0 3 5 
 
Feedback was more mixed for the fifth statement (Table 4.9) which dealt with whether 
student learning had been “transformed” by student voice. Nine teachers agreed, but 
only two “strongly agreed”. Of note is that teachers from school C had a far more 
positive view than those from schools A and B. None commented on this proposition. 
 
The sixth statement, however, drew an even less favourable reaction (Table 4.9) and 
elicited the most strongly worded qualitative responses. Only five teachers agreed with 
the statement, with three disagreeing and five taking a middle position. Again, the 
strongest support came from school C. Comments made in response to this statement 
included one from a teacher who “agreed”, but wrote: 
I think there is a difference [between] being open to changing practice based on 
evidence and being simply empty-headed. There are good reasons why practice 
looks a certain way, and this can be justified (TC1) 
Other statements included: 
There needs to be a balance between student voice and teachers knowing what 
works best. I think there’s still a place for teachers to lead the learning (TB3) 
Student voice can be very useful, but it is not the only factor to consider (TC3) 
It is clear that these teachers, despite ascribing a great deal of value to student voice, 
do not necessarily equate this with the idea of schools operating a completely 
negotiated curriculum with students. However, it is worth noting that the strongest 
support for this concept came from teachers at the school which has the most 
entrenched and established school-wide student voice programme of the three, as will 
be seen in the next section. 
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Student responses 
Student perception of the value of their own student voice 
Students were asked a similar set of questions concerning their perception of the value 
of their own student voice contribution, in the context of the example they had written 
about earlier. Firstly, they were asked to quantify the value of their own student voice; 
then elaborate on their quantitative response with a comment; and then state how they 
knew what the value of their student voice contribution was. They were asked to relate 
these responses to three contexts, namely their own learning experiences; the 
experiences of their class or learning group; and the experiences of their wider school 
community. The quantitative responses were based on a Likert Scale of five values 
ranging from “extremely valuable” to “of no value at all”. Two other options were given, 
which were “I don’t know” and “this isn’t relevant to my experience of contributing 
student voice”. The question structure is the same as for the teachers (summarised in 
Table 4.5). The questions can be seen in section D of the questionnaire (Appendix B). 
 
The first two of these question sets asked students to relate student voice to their own 
learning (Table 4.10) and to their class or learning group. In both cases, 72% of the 
full student sample, and 80% of the small core group believed that their student voice 
contribution played either an “extremely valuable” or “somewhat valuable” role. The 
breakdown of responses for the two questions was almost identical, suggesting that 
the respondents did not see a particularly strong distinction between the two contexts. 
 
Table 4.10: How valuable do you believe your contribution of student voice in 
this example was to your own learning experiences? 
 Completed student responses  Core group 
 Total (%) A B C  Total (%) A B C 
Extremely valuable 10 (19) 3 3 4  2 (20) 2 0 0 
Somewhat valuable 28 (53) 5 13 10  6 (60) 0 3 3 
Neither valuable nor not valuable 8 (15) 3 3 2  1 (10) 1 0 0 
Of little value 4 (8) 1 3 0  1 (10) 0 1 0 
Of no value at all 2 (4) 0 1 1  0 (0) 0 0 0 
I don't know 1 (2) 0 1 0  0 (0) 0 0 0 
Total 53  12 24 17  10  3 4 3 
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Two of the core group of students saw their student voice as “extremely valuable”. 
Both wrote about being able to identify their weaknesses and provide feedback to their 
teacher, who in turn was able to give them targeted assistance. Those who saw 
student voice as “somewhat valuable” (six respondents) fell into two main groups. For 
some, the value was immediate: 
It helped the teacher change teaching styles to adapt to my learning… (SC16) 
…the teachers took our feedback on board and tried to help us more (SC17) 
Other respondents were in the situation where their contribution related to a curriculum 
change that would be of benefit to future students rather than themselves. However, 
they still saw some advantage, saying for example: 
The teachers… could discuss… how to make learning more efficient (SB14) 
A year 12 student noted that they would potentially benefit from feedback contributed 
by the current year 13 group when they moved on to the year 13 course themselves. 
 
When asked how they knew that their student voice contribution was valuable, a key 
message from four of the students related to their teachers talking to them about their 
feedback, and reporting back on any changes that had been, or were to be 
implemented, for example: 
Teacher went through survey feedback with our class (SA8) 
He mentioned it when he made a change… in relation to the student voice surveys 
(SC16) 
A student who commented on making student voice contributions for the benefit of 
future classes wrote that the teacher had agreed to talk to the Head of Department 
about their suggestions, which the student saw as evidence of the value of their input. 
Another felt that the evidence of the impact of their student voice was: 
… if I feel more involved and more motivated (SC6) 
It is important to note that not all responses were positive or glowing in their estimation 
of student voice. One respondent made several negative comments, and in the context 
of this question stated that their student voice contribution was not valued, because it: 
…didn’t make any difference (SA2). 
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As far as the class or learning group was concerned, comments made for this question 
were largely similar to the previous one, such as: 
It made our class a better learning environment… our teacher was really on board 
with all of this and was willing to … adapt her style of teaching (SC17) 
It helped the teacher identify better and different ways of teaching that could help 
benefit the students’ learning (SC16) 
One student discovered a much more collaborative learning style as a result of the 
contribution of student voice: 
Other students have the same weakness as myself… Others had weaknesses that 
I found to be a strength of mine, so I was able to help them… (SA8) 
In terms of evidence of the value of these contributions, students said: 
The class begins to enjoy lessons more (SC6) 
We felt like we were getting it (understanding the work) easier (SC17) 
 
The third context for these questions was the wider school. Students found it harder 
to make quantitative judgements (Table 4.11), hence there more “I don’t know” or “not 
relevant” responses. In this case only 45% of the full sample and 50% of the core 
group agreed with the statement overall. This is not surprising, as the question was 
intended to explore whether students saw themselves as being part of a school-wide 
student voice “culture”, but most respondents wrote in reference to very specific 
individual or class-based student voice experiences, often to do with assessments. 
 
Table 4.11: How valuable do you believe your contribution of student voice 
was to your wider school community in this example? 
 Completed student responses  Core group 
 Total (%) A B C  Total (%) A B C 
Extremely valuable 5 (9) 0 3 2  0 (0) 0 0 0 
Somewhat valuable 19 (36) 2 11 6  5 (50) 2 1 2 
Neither valuable nor not valuable 8 (15) 1 3 4  1 (10) 0 0 1 
Of little value 10 (19) 3 2 5  2 (20) 1 1 0 
Of no value at all 2 (4) 0 2 0  0 (0) 0 0 0 
I don't know 5 (9) 3 2 0  1 (10) 0 1 0 
This isn’t relevant to my example 4 (8) 3 1 0  1 (10) 0 1 0 
Total 53  12 24 17  10  3 4 3 
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Few students made qualitative statements on this aspect. Only one student seemed 
to grasp the concept underlying the question, stating: 
If the students aren’t wanting to speak out or if the teacher isn’t willing to adapt / 
change… then the experiment won’t work for the whole school. 
Overall there was little evidence that students felt that their contribution of student 
voice could make much difference to the wider school. However, a couple of insightful 
comments were found in the wider data set: 
With many other comments out there in the wider community, my voice becomes 
smaller and less heard (SB1) 
It won’t affect the whole school unless the teacher communicates to other teachers 
(SC2) 
 
Student perception of the role of student voice in their own learning experiences 
Respondents were presented with a set of six statements which were all to do with the 
role of student voice in their own learning experiences (section E). They were asked 
to give quantitative responses using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree”, plus an “I don’t know / not relevant” option. The 
statements were the same as those in the teacher questionnaire but written from a 
student’s perspective. Table 4.12 displays some of the more notable results. 
 
Table 4.12: Student voice and students’ own learning experiences   
Number (%) of student respondents who 
Strongly Agree or Agree with the statement 
School A School B School C Total 
12 (%) 24 (%) 17 (%) 53 (%) 
Statement 1: My teachers encourage me to express 
my student voice in relation to my own learning. 
6 (50) 17 (71) 14 (82) 37 (70) 
Statement 2: I am able to contribute my student voice 
in regard to my own learning whenever I want to. 
8 (66) 17 (71) 14 (83) 39 (73) 
Statement 3: My teachers make changes to learning 
programmes as a result of student voice I contribute. 
6 (50) 15 (63) 11 (65) 32 (60) 
Statement 4: My views are important in determining 
the best learning outcomes for me. 
11 (92) 18 (75) 14 (82) 43 (81) 
Statement 5: My learning has been transformed as a 
result of being able to express my student voice. 
7 (58) 13 (55) 11 (65) 31 (59) 
Statement 6: I would like to be able to negotiate all 
aspects of my learning programme with my teachers. 
9 (75) 16 (66) 11 (65) 36 (68) 
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These results show clearly that the majority of student respondents have a very 
positive view of the role of student voice. The highest level of agreement came for 
Statement 4 – that student voice contributions were important in determining the best 
learning outcomes for them – reinforcing the previous section’s findings. At least 60% 
agreed with the first three statements – that teachers encouraged them to contribute 
their student voice; that they were able to contribute whenever they wanted to; and 
that their teachers made changes to their teaching programme as a result of these 
contributions. However, students from school A, despite agreeing emphatically that 
their contribution was very important (statement 4) were considerably less sure that 
their teachers were as encouraging or responsive in that regard (statements 1,2,3,5). 
Two student respondents stated that:  
student voice improved my learning overall (SC16) 
I feel like my results have increased because of my student voice (SA12). 
Overall, 59% of respondents expressed this view, agreeing with the fifth statement, “I 
believe my learning has been transformed as a result of being able to express my 
student voice”, with the strongest support from School C (65%). 
 
The last statement was “I would like to be able to negotiate all aspects of my learning 
programme with my teachers”. This took students into a more speculative area, with 
over two thirds of students agreeing. The strongest support was from School A (75% 
agreed), perhaps reflecting their perceived lack of such opportunity at present. 
However, again it must be noted that not all students agreed with these statements: 
I don’t think teachers care about student voice. My student voice is not valuable at 
all and it didn’t contribute to my learning in class (SA2). 
 
Student perception of the attitudes of school decision makers towards student voice 
Section F of the student questionnaire asked respondents to quantify, and comment 
on, their perceptions of the attitudes of their school’s decision-makers, such as senior 
leaders, towards their contribution of student voice. Once again, they were asked to 
consider three contexts: their own learning; their class or learning group; and their 
wider school community. These questions used a four-point Likert scale, with a fifth 
option of “I don’t know”. The distribution of responses can be seen in Table 4.13. 
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Table 4.13: How much value do your school’s decision-makers place on your 
contribution of student voice to… 
Number (%) of student respondents who responded 
“A great deal of value” or “Some value” 
School A School B School C Total 
12 (%) 24 (%) 17 (%) 53 (%) 
… your own learning experiences? 9 (75) 14 (58) 13 (76) 36 (68) 
… your class or learning group? 9 (75) 13 (54) 14 (82) 36 (68) 
… your wider school community? 7 (58) 12 (50) 9 (53) 28 (53) 
 
Students found these questions difficult to answer, judging by the absence or confused 
nature of some comments. In fact, some of the more coherent student responses were 
those which reflected a fairly negative perception of their school’s leaders’ responses. 
The first two questions looked at how students perceived the value placed on their 
student voice contributions by senior leaders as regards their own learning outcomes, 
and in the context of the class or learning group. Results for these two aspects were 
almost identical, with minor variations (Table 4.13). Although responses were spread 
along the scale, a clear two-thirds majority of all student respondents believed that 
their school leaders valued their student voice contributions. According to one student: 
They value it (student voice) as they can use it for improvement (SC16) 
with the evidence being: 
When they make changes (SC16) 
Another commented, rather wistfully: 
I would like to believe that student voice matters to our school’s higher power, but I 
don’t know if it does (SC17) 
Two comments, from students who had given quite a negative set of responses, were: 
From my experience my student voice is not valuable for my learning because the 
teachers are biased and they value those that they like (SA2). 
The extent [of the value placed on student voice contributions by senior leaders] 
seems minimal (SB21) 
 
The greatest variation in perception can be seen in the wider school context (Table 
4.13). As in the previous section, students found it difficult to understand this concept. 
Half of both sample groups believed that their contributions were valued, but both were 
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also much more inclined to be sceptical of the value placed on their student voice 
contributions by school leaders. Several students chose not to comment, and the 
pithiest were those who least agreed with the statement: 
The BOT don’t listen to our student voice. None of our opinions have led to the 
change we wished for (SB6). 
 
Perceived value and benefits of student voice: key findings 
Data from the latter half of the questionnaire provides insights into the perceived value 
and benefits of student voice in secondary schools. As in the previous section, there 
are strong similarities between the perceptions of the two groups and some notable 
differences.  
 
Key Finding 3: Similarities between teacher and student perceptions of the value and 
benefits of student voice. 
Both teachers and students agreed strongly with the idea that student voice is valuable 
in the contexts of students’ own learning, and their classrooms or learning groups. 
Specific benefits mentioned by both groups were improvements in both teaching 
practise and classroom learning culture. Both groups also believed that their school’s 
decision makers considered student voice to be valuable in these three contexts. 
Teachers and students (particularly students from school A) strongly agreed that 
student voice was important in determining the best learning outcomes for students. 
They also both stated, but less strongly, that students at their schools were 
encouraged to contribute their student voice, and to initiate this contribution if they so 
desired; and that student learning had been transformed as a result.  
 
Key Finding 4: Differences between teacher and student perceptions of the value and 
benefits of student voice. 
The main difference between teacher and student perceptions was in the degree of 
confidence or conviction shown in their statements. In most areas mentioned above, 
students tended to show less support than teachers. Notably, students showed weaker 
support for the idea that teachers made changes to learning programmes based on 
their student voice; and that their learning had been transformed as a result. This was 
particularly the case for students from school A. However, the most striking difference 
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overall was in response to the suggestion of a fully negotiated curriculum, an idea 
supported much more strongly by students than teachers. 
 
 
THE PRACTICE OF USING STUDENT VOICE IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS 
Design and practical considerations 
At various stages in the questionnaire respondents provided data about the practice 
of collecting and using student voice in their schools. Some came in the quantitative 
questions at the beginning of the questionnaire (section C) as respondents began to 
describe a student voice experience. Following the quantitative answers, respondents 
were asked to provide qualitative comments, some of which provide useful insights 
into “nuts and bolts” design considerations of student voice practice. These questions 
focussed on: the context of the student voice experience; how the student voice was 
collected: whether students contributed their voice anonymously or were they 
identified; and whether the contribution was initiated by students or teachers. For this 
section I have at times combined teacher and student responses into a single data 
set. It must be noted that the 66 respondents (53 students, 13 teachers) did not 
necessarily describe 66 unique student voice situations. Many of the students, and to 
a certain extent also some of the teachers, may have been writing about a common 
experience. There is no way of knowing the extent of this overlap. In any case, they 
represent unique, individual constructions of student voice experience.  
 
Respondents were first asked to state the context of the student voice experience. 
Classroom learning contexts were the most common. School B reported a greater 
emphasis on assessment-based contexts, whereas school C had the strongest 
emphasis on learning contexts. Two school C teachers wrote about a school-wide 
student voice initiative where the actual data collection took place in classrooms. 
 
Questionnaires, generally electronic, were by far the most common collection 
instrument (Table 4.14). Several respondents mentioned Google Forms or 
GoSoapBox, a web-based tool for collecting responses. Electronic methods such as 
these offer several advantages, according to the respondents, such as easy data 
collation, instant response, and being able to do the survey at their own pace and take 
enough time to write a thorough response.  
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Table 4.14: How was the student voice collected in this example? 
 School A School B School C Total 
Combined: Teachers and Students  %  %  %  % 
Questionnaire – electronic or paper /  
Email, electronic message or posting 
8 (50) 10 (37) 13 (57) 31 (47) 
Spoken - student did most of the talking /  
1 to 1 Conversation or discussion /       
Focus Group or group discussion 
5 (31) 13 (48) 8 (35) 26 (30) 
Other 3 (19) 4 (15) 2 (8) 9 (14) 
Total 16  27  23  66  
 
A comment made by one of the teachers was: 
Students are familiar and comfortable with the format. Students have a track 
record of completing such forms honestly at our school (TC3) 
Students appreciated being able to express their ideas in their own words, although 
not all enjoy having to type into electronic media. One interesting viewpoint was: 
I think digital or hand written would be fine… although with digital it does take a lot 
of my time because I hate typing whereas, with writing I can just scribble. Having 
my hand survey written and collected by hand will help my teacher physically hold 
my opinion as if she's holding something precious (SA12) 
One student took a dim view of electronic forms, however: 
It was done through a multichoice survey, so we just ticked what was given 
there… I don’t consider voting or giving feedback through a multichoice question is 
student voice (TA2) 
The next highest figures were for focus groups and one–to–one conversations.  Some 
teachers mentioned class discussions and class votes, which were found to be 
appropriate in some situations. One insightful comment that sums up this section was: 
I have found the medium is not so important as the content of the questions and 
how relevant they are, and whether the questions will elicit the feedback that is 
required (TC2) 
One very perceptive student comment was:  
If you want a productive feedback session with student voice you need to have a 
group of students who are willing to speak up, or a spokesperson for those who 
don’t feel comfortable speaking to the higher power (SC17) 
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Following this, respondents were asked about student voice anonymity (Table 4.15). 
The result that stands out is the much higher rate of identified student voice reported 
by students from school B, compared to all other groups.  
 
Table 4.15: Did students contribute their views anonymously, or were they 
identified? 
 School A School B School C Total 
Type of respondents Students Teachers Students Teachers Students Teachers  
Students were 
anonymous 
5 2 7 1 9 4 28 
Students were 
identified 
7 2 17 2 8 2 38 
Total 12 4 24 3 17 6 66 
 
Respondents made some interesting and insightful comments about anonymity of 
student voice. Generally, these hinged around issues of “honesty” or “causing 
offence”, and the different perspectives of teachers and students make interesting 
reading. The issue, as expressed by respondents is whether, or not, students will give 
frank and honest answers if their contribution is identified. Teachers were divided on 
this matter. Some teachers said that they used identified data: 
…because it allowed me to identify critical issues that needed addressing (TC2) 
Another, who used anonymous data to encourage honest responses, said:  
…collecting student voice anonymously served as a barrier in that I was not able 
to get any clarification from students if I needed it… This was a double-edged 
sword, as asking for student voice and collecting names as well, might not elicit 
honest responses (TC5) 
The student perspective on this issue is enlightening and reflects on the power 
relationship between teachers and students. Students want to give honest feedback 
but may be concerned about “offending the teacher” or “getting in trouble”: 
I think it is better to be anonymous as I feel we would have more freedom as to 
what we can say without maybe being judged in anyway (SC6) 
…giving negative feedback to your subject teacher can be scary, as it might hurt 
their feelings (SA9)  
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One student wrote: 
… the teacher [made] it anonymous so that everyone would give honest opinions 
without feeling as if they were going to offend the teacher (SC16) 
Another, who expressed very negative views towards their school’s handling of 
student voice throughout the questionnaire, made this comment: 
We were told to give feedback on a teacher’s teaching and we had to put our 
names on top. So most of us were scared to say what we actually think (SA2) 
 
Students highlighted some important and insightful aspects of anonymity in their 
comments. For example, one noted that electronic surveys through their school 
system would probably include their school email account as a data field. Others 
pointed out, as referred to earlier, that student-initiated student voice contributions are 
almost always raised in class discussions or conversations with teachers and are 
therefore by definition identified and not anonymous. This would also apply to emails. 
The implication is that unsolicited student voice is almost always going to be identified, 
which could be a cause of concern for students. Another interesting point raised by 
one student was that of audience. This student felt that feedback given to a Head of 
Department (or teacher) should be identified, whereas:  
…if you’re giving feedback to the principal or someone in that area then it is your 
choice if you wish to be identified or not (SB6) 
In another question, respondents were asked to state who initiated the student voice 
– whether it was requested by teachers, or volunteered, unsolicited, by students. The 
results are shown in Table 4.16. In this case it is worthwhile to make a comparison 
between teachers and students, as a clear pattern emerges. Almost all student voice 
experiences reported on by teachers were initiated by staff, whether themselves or 
others more senior. However, students, particularly those at school B, commented to 
a much larger extent on student-initiated experiences. This suggests a more 
democratic view of student voice amongst students than teachers. In any case, both 
sets of respondents made some pertinent comments about this design aspect.  
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Table 4.16: Were students asked to give their views, or did they express their 
views without being asked? 
 School A School B School C Total 
Type of respondents Students Teachers Students Teachers Students Teachers  
Students contributed 
student voice without 
being asked 
2 1 14 0 5 0 22 
Students were asked to 
contribute student voice 
10 3 10 3 12 6 44 
Student voice was 
requested only by 
Subject teacher / HOD* 
6 2 6 3 11 4 32 
Total 12 4 24 3 17 6 66 
* Respondents could choose any number of responses from the list of options (see Appendices A and B). This 
table shows those who gave only the response “Subject teacher or Head of Department”. 
 
In the case of students who were asked to contribute their student voice, respondents 
were able to select more than one option, as some student voice initiatives are 
conducted on a year-level or school wide basis, with more than one staff member 
involved. Most such requests came from subject teachers or department heads, which 
is unsurprising as respondents were asked to describe a learning-based experience. 
Furthermore, 32 of the 44 respondents who described teacher-initiated student voice 
(23 students, nine teachers) recorded ‘subject teacher or head of department’ as their 
sole answer. This suggests that student voice in learning contexts across the three 
schools was largely and unsurprisingly seen as being subject-focused.  
 
Combining the two design aspects of anonymity and initiation gives more interesting 
insights. The data falls into four quadrants, which can be seen in Table 4.17 as 
(clockwise from top left): Anonymous / Teacher-Initiated (A/TI); Identified / Teacher-
Initiated (I/TI); Identified / Student-Initiated (I/SI); and Anonymous / Student-Initiated 
(A/SI). The table shows that the predominant design mode of student voice 
experiences was A/TI (24 experiences), followed closely by I/TI (20) and I/SI (18 
experiences). A/SI experiences, however, formed only a tiny portion of the data set, 
just four experiences out of the 66 described.  
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Table 4.17: Responses by Identification and Initiation of student voice  
 
Students were 
Anonymous 
( A ) 
Students were 
Identified 
( I ) 
Total 
Type of respondents Students Teachers Students Teachers  
Teacher-Initiated 
student voice 
( TI ) 
A/TI I/TI 
44 
18 6 14 6 
Student-Initiated 
student voice 
( SI ) 
A/SI I/SI 
22 
3 1 18 0 
Total 21 7 32 6 66 
 
According to this data, teachers perceived that student voice was essentially a 
teacher-initiated exercise. This is not to say that teachers do not have experience of 
student-initiated student voice, but simply that in the context of this study, their reaction 
when asked to describe a student voice experience was to write about one they had 
initiated. Students, however, were more evenly split: 32 out of the 53 student 
respondents described a teacher-initiated experience (60% of students) whereas 21 
(40%) described student-initiated. It is also worth noting that, whereas none of the 
teachers described an Identified / Student-Initiated (I/SI) experience, students 
described an almost equal number of Teacher (I/TI) and Student- Initiated (I/SI) 
Identified experiences. Both teachers and students had a fairly even split between 
Anonymous (A/TI) and Identified (I/TI) Teacher-initiated student voice experiences. 
   
Best practice suggestions 
Teachers and to a lesser extent, students, provided some useful suggestions and 
advice about how student voice initiatives should be conducted in schools. Two main 
areas of interest were looked at, which were: issues and challenges that have been 
encountered in implementing student voice; and advice or suggestions for a school 
wishing to improve either, or both, their collection and use of student voice. 
 
Issues or challenges encountered in implementing student voice initiatives 
Comments about the issues or challenges concerning student voice fell into three 
broad categories: issues to do with anonymity and identification which flow from design 
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considerations of the student voice process; issues to do with the attitudes, mindsets 
and behaviours of teachers, school leaders and students which might undermine the 
process; and issues arising from misunderstanding or even misuse of student voice. 
 
As mentioned earlier, both students and teachers expressed concerns about whether 
student voice should be anonymous or identified. Underlying this are perceptions and 
expectations about fairness, etiquette, frankness and honesty. To a certain extent it 
seems that both parties base their perceptions on their own assumptions about the 
other’s perceptions. One student response was: 
… the teacher [made] it anonymous so that everyone would give honest opinions 
without feeling as if they were going to offend the teacher (SC16) 
It is impossible to know whether this statement reflects the teacher’s own viewpoint, 
or an assumption made by the student. However, as evidenced by student SA2’s 
responses, these assumptions and perceptions have the potential to undermine the 
authenticity of student voice contributions. As mentioned earlier, this aspect is strongly 
related to design considerations such as the use of anonymous or identified, and 
teacher-initiated or student-initiated, student voice initiatives. 
 
Statements about the attitude or mindset of teachers and leaders at their school 
tended to come from respondents who gave a low rating in previous questions about 
senior leadership’s perception of student voice.  Comments included: 
People are not open to hearing from the students (TA1) 
SMT have yet to create a push for student voice at school, ie include it in school-
wide yearly goals (TB1) 
Another referred to “old-school attitudes” among teachers and department heads that 
worked against the inclusion of student input into teaching and learning programmes. 
A similar set of comments came through about the attitude and behaviour of students 
towards student voice initiatives, such as: 
Some students are not very honest about their answers (TA4) 
…students seeing it as a tick box activity (TC4) 
  
70 
A more specific concern referred to “student voice fatigue”, or: 
…student voice is being collected across the school by many teachers. 
Consequently, some students become tired / fed up with providing their 
responses, especially if they are not being heard (TC5) 
 
This last point feeds into the third area of concern felt by teachers (generally those 
who have positive views and experiences of student voice initiatives) which is the 
danger of poorly constructed or poorly used student voice, as a result of 
misunderstanding or misdirection. These comments mainly came from school C 
teachers. One key point was that poorly constructed questionnaires, lacking specific 
questions, were harmful to the process. One teacher said: 
Student voice needs to be used for what it was collected for. 
I am concerned that it can be used too widely or out of context (TC6)  
The teacher elaborated by saying: 
There are often changes made which heavily impact on teacher workload – which 
are made in response to student voice (TC6) 
 
Advice and suggestions for schools wishing to improve their student voice practice 
The last part of the questionnaire elicited a range of very useful suggestions and 
recommendations for schools who wanted to improve their student voice practice. 
Three key areas of focus emerged from these comments. The first was simply: 
Take it seriously (TA1) 
Don’t feel threatened by the student voice (TC5) 
Secondly, comments were made about the design aspects of student voice initiatives, 
mainly along similar lines to the concerns raised previously. Several responses 
referred to careful design of collection tools and questions to elicit meaningful 
responses from students.  One teacher noted: 
There is not one size fits all, and while I highly value surveys as my main form of 
student voice input, sometimes the conversations between student and teacher 
held unofficially during classes can be just as valuable for reading the views of the 
class (TC3) 
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The third major narrative in this section was that teachers stressed the need for this to 
be a coordinated, school-wide focus which was embedded in professional 
development, in particular the Teaching as Inquiry process, and thoroughly endorsed 
and supported by senior leadership. And of course, given the focus on student voice, 
the students must feel a significant sense of ownership of the process. Comments on 
these aspects included: 
… SLT members who are authentically consultative to staff and students (TA3) 
School-wide agreement needs to be gained on how the [student voice] 
contributions will be used and implemented (TB1) 
Several teachers stressed that student voice must be seen as an integral part of the 
professional development inquiry process. One recommended reading articles by 
Michael Fielding and others who would provide valuable insights into setting up 
student voice initiatives in the school. Another talked about critical reflection, a 
significant part of the teaching inquiry process, in the context of student voice: 
… be open to criticism and change, remember it can inform, change or possibly 
revolutionise your practice, if you let it (TC2) 
And in terms of the role of students in the student voice process: 
They know best how they learn and if you take them seriously then the learning 
will improve (TC4) 
 
The practice of using student voice: key findings 
Key finding 5: Perceived issues and challenges with the use of student voice  
Respondents identified a set of inter-related issues and challenges which are relevant 
to both conceptual understanding and practical design considerations of the student 
voice process. These issues are related to concerns about anonymity and 
identification and the ability of students to be able to speak frankly and honestly; the 
attitudes, mindsets and behaviours of teachers, school leaders and students; and 
issues arising from misunderstanding or even misuse of student voice. 
 
Key finding 6: Advice and suggestions for schools wishing to improve their student 
voice practice 
In light of these issues, respondents stressed the need for careful design of teacher-
initiated student voice projects, with particular consideration given to establishing its 
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purpose and focus as well as the nature and wording of questions, as well as other 
practical considerations such as the context and the type of collection tool used. 
Teachers also highlighted the need to have a coordinated, school-wide programme 
that was embedded in staff professional development and thoroughly embraced by 
the student body. 
 
 
SUMMARY 
This chapter presented findings gained from a study of student voice in three New 
Zealand secondary schools. The findings included a wealth of information from 
teacher and student participants, giving their perceptions of the nature and purpose of 
student voice; the value and benefits of student voice to students and teachers; and a 
series of suggestions and recommendations as to how schools could improve their 
practice in the area of student voice initiatives. The following chapter will present key 
findings for discussion using the relevant literature. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter takes key findings from the data presented in Chapter Four and discusses 
them in light of the academic literature reviewed in Chapter Two. This chapter is 
structured around three categories suggested by the research questions: the nature 
and purpose of student voice; the perceived value and benefits of student voice for 
teachers and students; and the practice of using student voice in secondary schools. 
 
 
THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF STUDENT VOICE 
Analysis of the data highlights some key similarities and differences between the 
perceptions of teachers and students concerning the nature and purpose of student 
voice, as well as interesting variations within the groups.  
 
Similarities between teacher and student perceptions of the nature and purpose 
of student voice 
Various writers (Hall, 2017; Nelson, 2014; Thomson, 2011) have stated that there is 
no single definition for student voice, as it is used in many different contexts. Teachers 
and student respondents in this study contributed a variety of definitions, but some 
common threads emerged. Several responses which I classified as Decision-making 
and Change Agency echoed the thoughts of Mitra (2004, 2006), who makes frequent 
reference to students making significant, life-shaping decisions as they express their 
voice. Teachers wrote about students becoming engaged in decision-making around 
the school, and specifically in terms of their own learning. This included actions such 
as students identifying their own learning needs and then co-constructing a learning 
plan with the teacher. Teachers also referred to student agency and student-centred 
learning, with examples being students choosing learning contexts that they were 
interested in. This connects to Nelson's (2014, 2015a) ideas about students being 
brought into the decision-making process, rather than remaining as passive recipients 
of decisions made by adults about their teaching and learning. Other comments fell 
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into the category Ownership of Learning, which touches on students becoming 
involved in the governance of their learning, a recurrent theme in the literature (Hall, 
2017; Nelson, 2014, 2015b). The findings show some awareness of these concepts 
amongst both teachers and students, although not as a dominant narrative.  
 
A stronger thread from both teaches and students, particularly respondents from 
school C, related to the role of student voice in providing Feedback to teachers. 
Teachers referred to valuable qualitative and quantitative data about topics, lessons, 
teaching style and assessments being fed back to them from their students, giving 
them useful information upon which to reflect, and if necessary, change their pedagogy 
or teaching style. From their perspective, students saw this as providing teachers with 
information about their favoured style of learning so that the teacher could adjust 
classroom teaching and learning programmes. Some also mentioned teachers 
identifying weaknesses with help from their students. This was very much in line with 
research findings that student voice can be a source of constructive feedback on 
aspects such as curriculum content, pedagogy and assessment (Hayes & Clode, 
2012; McIntyre et al., 2005; Mullis, 2011; Nelson, 2015a). In particular, the responses 
from teachers line up with those of Mullis (2011) and Timperley, Kaser and Halbert 
(2014) in advocating for student voice as an integral part of the teaching inquiry cycle 
and professional development for classroom teachers. It is clear from these findings 
that the teaching inquiry cycle is a “natural home” for student voice. 
 
It was apparent that students from school C seemed very well informed about the 
nature and purpose of student voice. Even though none used the term “Inquiry”, their 
understanding of the aspect of Feedback was more closely aligned to their teachers’ 
perceptions, compared to students from the other schools. It seems logical to assume 
that this reflects the school-wide development programme for student voice reported 
on in Davison, Sinnema, Taylor and Mitchell (2016) and described in some teacher’s 
responses. This also meshes with the views expressed by Busher (2012) that students 
are “expert witnesses” (p. 117) and “experienced participant observers” (p. 112) who 
are able to contribute a great deal of useful critique and feedback to teachers. 
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Differences between teacher and student perceptions of the nature and purpose 
of student voice 
The most striking difference was the emphasis given by students to the concept of 
student voice as a right, and their demand that they be given the opportunity to have 
their voice heard, an aspect scarcely mentioned by teachers. Student views on rights 
ranged from simply stating that they should have the opportunity to be heard, to 
expectation that their voice would be heard, listened to and acted upon. This resonates 
with the definition given by Thomson (2011), which stresses that the speaker must 
have access and opportunity (my emphasis) to express their beliefs and ideas and 
influence decisions, and that this is a basic human right (Noyes, 2005; O’Brien, 2010).  
 
This leads to another interesting difference between the teacher and student 
responses – the aspect of initiation of student voice contributions. Teachers were 
aware that students needed to be given opportunities to express their views; however, 
students seemed much more aware that they should be able to express their views 
whether or not they were asked to do so (O’Brien, 2010; Pearce & Wood, 2016). The 
evidence was that, whereas almost no teacher responses mentioned student-initiated 
student voice contributions, 40% of student responses were about a student-initiated 
student voice experience. This was particularly seen at school B (Table 4.16) where 
over half of the experiences described were student-initiated. This may reflect that 
students at school C, who seem more accustomed to having their opinions asked for 
and heard, feel less strongly about their need to initiate the conversation – or perhaps 
they may assume that teachers will inevitably request their input. This also suggests 
that, in the minds of many teachers, there may be an assumption that the student 
voice process begins when a teacher asks students for their contributions, and they 
are less conscious of the need to allow students to initiate the conversation. 
 
 
THE PERCEIVED VALUE AND BENEFITS OF STUDENT VOICE 
Most data related to the perceived value and benefits of student voice came from the 
latter half of the questionnaire, although some was included in earlier responses. Once 
again, we see strong similarities between the perceptions of teachers and students, 
as well as some significant differences.  
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Similarities between teacher and student perceptions of the value and benefits 
of student voice 
The first set of key findings for this research question largely echoes those for the 
nature and purpose of student voice. Both groups of respondents supported the notion 
that student voice was of value in enhancing students’ learning, particularly in the 
classroom, but also in wider school contexts. Both teachers and students mentioned 
noticeable improvements in individual student learning and classroom learning culture 
as a result of student voice being spoken, and then being heard and acted upon by 
teachers. Students believed that their learning and assessment outcomes had 
improved as a result of their student voice contributions. Teachers noted that students 
seemed more invested in and engaged with their learning and that they appreciated 
having their concerns and questions heard and addressed. It was reported by teachers 
and students that the classroom became a more empathetic and collaborative learning 
environment as students realised that others were having the same or similar issues 
as themselves and saw how they could help each other. Studies such as the Making 
Sense of Learning at Secondary School research studies (Kane & Maw, 2005; Kane 
et al., 2006) found similar tangible benefits from students being able to feed back 
information about their learning to their teachers.  
 
Respondents also believed that their schools promoted a positive culture of student 
voice, including the ability to not only contribute their views, but to initiate the process 
if they so desired. In light of this, Hayes and Clode (2012) , who reported that student 
voice was found to be a significant factor in bringing about many positive changes in 
a school, particularly for Māori students and whanau, would concur with these views. 
Relevant to this is the concept of a “feedback loop” reported by some teacher and 
student respondents, meaning that teachers not only listened to and acted upon 
student voice contributions – they made sure that they reported back to students that 
this process had been followed, highlighting the positive steps that had been taken. 
This was seen to help foster an ongoing and healthy programme of student voice and 
teacher response which fitted well into the wider school student voice culture. 
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Differences between teacher and student perceptions of the value and benefits 
of student voice 
A key difference between teachers and students was in the degree of emphasis or 
even conviction portrayed in their statements. In most areas where a quantified value 
was requested students tended to show less support than teachers. One question that 
highlighted this aspect concerned the notion that student learning has been 
“transformed” as a result of contributing student voice. The use of this term derives 
from Pearce and Wood (2016) who devised a framework for educators and 
researchers to use in evaluating the strength or success of a student voice initiative. 
The framework incorporates four conditions or “building blocks” (p. 2) that must be met 
if student voice is to be considered “transformative”. The authors describe them as a 
“set of conditions, orientations, dispositions and pedagogic approaches for 
transformative work” (Pearce & Wood, 2016, p. 13). The four conditions are: Dialogic; 
Intergenerational; Collective and Inclusive; and Transgressive. It is impossible to 
assess whether the student voice programmes described in this study fulfilled those 
conditions, as respondents were not given specific details about the criteria. However, 
the point is that overall, teachers tended to be more optimistic about the supposedly 
‘transformative’ nature of the experiences they described than were the students.  
 
In a similar vein, there was a wide gap between teacher and student responses to the 
idea of students being able to negotiate all aspects of their learning programme. Only 
five out of 13 teachers agreed with this notion, with none from school B. In contrast, 
two thirds of the student sample agreed, with the strongest support coming from school 
A. Significantly, according to their other responses, students from this school seemed 
the least convinced that their school leaders and teachers valued and encouraged 
student voice contributions. The concept of a negotiated curriculum is well covered in 
the academic literature, both as a branch of student voice and as an area of interest 
in its own right, often associated with personalised learning (Bills & Giles, 2016), and 
was a particular focus of the late Jean Rudduck (Fielding, 2007b) and colleagues 
(Rudduck & Fielding, 2006; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). These writers see a continuum 
of personalisation from a “consultative” to a “negotiated” to a “democratic” curriculum 
(Rudduck & Flutter, 2000, p. 84). Each stage represents a shift of power and control 
from teachers to learners, with the “democratic” stage essentially providing a blank 
canvas on which students create their own curriculum.   
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The details of any hypothetical proposal relating to a negotiated curriculum are outside 
the scope of this study, and respondents were not provided with a definition or 
description of what negotiating the curriculum would actually entail. However, this 
result shows that, even in a speculative sense, teachers were much less favourable 
about the notion than were the students. Teachers made it clear in their comments 
that they saw a clear difference between ‘student voice’ and a ‘negotiated curriculum’, 
with the latter being considered a step too far towards loss of control, even foolishness. 
This is a philosophical as much as a pedagogical debate, well beyond the scope of 
this study, but it poses a question highly pertinent to any discussion of student voice, 
which is ‘to what degree do we allow students to participate in and influence school 
decision-making?’. Fielding's (2011) ideas of ‘Radical Democratic Education’ and even 
slightly more conservative concepts such as ‘governance partnerships’ (Nelson, 2014, 
2015b) would be seen by many classroom teachers as unrealistic. Certainly, even at 
a superficial level, these findings suggest that students are more enthused about 
considering this concept than are their teachers. 
 
 
THE PRACTICE OF USING STUDENT VOICE IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS 
Perceived issues and challenges with the use of student voice 
Respondents identified a set of inter-related issues and challenges which are relevant 
to both conceptual understanding and practical design considerations of the student 
voice process. I have set these out as a series of questions, which are: Will the 
teachers listen?; Will the students be honest and their voice authentic?; Should 
students be identified or remain anonymous?; Should student voice be initiated by 
students or teachers?; and Has the student voice programme been designed and 
implemented appropriately? 
 
Will the teachers listen? 
The first issue to arise, particularly from the student perspective, concerns whether 
student voice will be listened to by teachers. Although most students believed that they 
were being heard and that they were encouraged to contribute, not all seemed to be 
so convinced, with some stating that they were unsure that their voice was heard or 
valued or made any significant difference, especially in the wider school context. As 
noted previously, being heard is a fundamental building block in any conception of 
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student voice (Fielding, 2011; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Pearce & Wood, 2016; Shier, 
2001). In light of the concept of negotiating the curriculum, it can be seen that a 
teacher’s willingness to hear and respond to student voice forms part of that same 
continuum (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000), a journey upon which some teachers may be 
reluctant to embark. Teachers raised concerns that some of their colleagues were not 
open to hearing what students have to say, or that school leaders were reluctant to 
introduce a structured, whole-school approach to student voice. Terms such as ‘old 
school attitudes’ were used, referring to teachers who were perceived to hold views 
that precluded student voice input. As mentioned earlier, it was apparent that teachers 
and students from school C, where such a programme has been implemented, 
displayed a more consistent understanding of student voice. Teachers at this school 
also displayed a higher level of confidence in their colleagues’ and school leaders’ 
engagement with the process than did teachers from the other two schools. 
 
Will the students be honest and their voice authentic? 
Associated with the issue of being listened to is a perception, often by teachers, that 
students may not be frank or honest in their responses. Phrases such as ‘students are 
not very honest’ or ‘they see it as a tick box activity’ were used, suggesting that 
teachers feel that students will not always take the programme seriously, and will not 
provide useful, relevant, constructive or even truthful feedback. These perceptions 
could be viewed as a form of “deficit thinking” (Bills & Giles, 2016, p. 174) whereby 
teachers assume that students are incapable or unwilling to engage in what they 
consider to be a sensible or constructive manner. In this sense, the teacher’s 
perception of the student’s ability or attitude is a statement about the mindset of the 
teacher. Indeed, as other studies have shown (McIntyre et al., 2005; Nelson, 2015a) 
student feedback is generally found to be constructive – what varies considerably is 
the receptiveness and responsiveness of teachers. The former study found three 
categories of teacher response: those who embraced student voice but whose 
enthusiasm quickly waned; those who gradually warmed to the idea; and those who 
found the whole affair rather problematic, either because they expected too much, too 
quickly from students, or because they could not see the value in student input 
(McIntyre et al., 2005). It is important to note that all the teachers included in these 
three categories participated in student voice initiatives, with some degree of success. 
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However, not all were prepared to embrace the concept. The comments of teacher 
and student respondents in the present study reflect a similar range of impressions. 
 
This question raises the issue of authenticity of student voice, which can be defined 
as the credibility of the process in the eyes of all stakeholders, particularly the student 
body (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). The academic literature has a great deal to say on 
this subject, and the many ways in which authenticity can be undermined. Much of this 
literature is written at a theoretical level, but regardless, teachers must address issues 
of authenticity. Although this study did not directly ask respondents to comment on 
authenticity, aspects of this ongoing dilemma were highlighted. Some teachers 
expressed uncertainty that students would be frank and honest, and a minority of 
students stated their distrust in the process, taking the view that teachers were biased 
and would not listen fairly to student voice. From the perspective of these students the 
locus of control (Parry, 2014) leans heavily towards teachers. Therefore, they believe 
that the student voice cannot be truly authentic because the process is perceived to 
be inherently unfair (Quinn & Owen, 2014).  
 
Should students be identified, or should they remain anonymous? 
Both teacher and student respondents provided interesting insights on the matter of 
anonymity versus identification. Logically, student voice must be collected either 
anonymously or identified – it cannot be both. What is important is knowing when to 
use which mode, and why. Anonymity offers the promise of greater authenticity 
(Robertson, 2017) as it is assumed that students will speak more honestly and frankly 
if they are not identified. Both teachers and students in this study supported this view, 
with some echoing that exact statement, and others expressing the converse view, 
that they did not feel able to be honest or frank because their response was identified. 
One enlightening teacher response, however, was that anonymity presented a barrier. 
In that example, students were identifying their own learning needs, but the teacher 
was unable to match responses with students, thereby defeating the purpose of the 
exercise. Taking another angle, Cook-Sather (2006, p. 367) warns against the 
adoption of a “monolithic” view of student voice, saying that there must be scope for 
all voices to be heard. It is quite clear that some types of student voice need to be 
anonymous and others identified, even perhaps within the same collection exercise. 
In some situations, the choice should lie with students, a point raised by several 
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student respondents. At the risk of over-simplification, it appears that different ‘types’ 
of voices are best served by anonymity and others by identification. As mentioned 
above, learning-specific feedback probably needs to be identified. However, frank and 
honest commentary on teaching styles and pedagogy, or classroom relationships, 
especially when it emanates from more vulnerable students, or those whose voices 
have generally not been heard in the past (Breslin, 2011; Wisby, 2011), probably 
needs to be given and received anonymously. In fact, the promise of anonymity may 
help to attract otherwise disaffected students towards greater participation (Bragg, 
2007). Clearly, the appropriateness of anonymity or identification must be anticipated 
and thought through in the design stage, which will be addressed in the next section. 
 
Should student voice be initiated by students or by teachers? 
In a similar vein to anonymity lies the consideration of who should initiate the 
contribution of student voice. For the purposes of this discussion I will treat this also 
as a dichotomy – either “student-initiated” (as individuals or as a group); or “teacher-
initiated” (which also includes heads of department and school leaders). In this study, 
when asked to describe a student voice experience, one third of the students, but only 
one teacher, described a student-initiated example. This leads to other important 
questions concerning the difference between teacher and student perceptions, all of 
which relate to the schools in this study. Given that teachers almost exclusively 
commented on teacher-initiated student voice, does that mean that they feel as if they 
“own” the process? Will teachers accept and listen to unsolicited student input, 
especially if it contains “uncomfortable learnings” (McIntyre et al., 2005, p. 167)? If 
students are accustomed to being asked for their student voice and are happy to 
engage with the process, are they therefore less likely to initiate their own spontaneous 
contributions? Are students who are more aware of their right to express their student 
voice, but who are possibly in a situation where they do not perceive it as being highly 
valued by teachers, more or less likely to initiate their own voice contributions without 
being asked? These questions are beyond the scope of this study. However, as with 
questions concerning anonymity, it is fair to say that the two avenues of contribution, 
teacher-initiated and student-initiated, lend themselves to different “types” of student 
voice. Comments from students concerning student-initiated student voice show that 
it mainly comes in the context of questions about their learning or assessment, and 
sometimes in the form of complaints about things they perceive as unfair. From the 
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teachers’ point of view, with much emphasis placed on the role of student voice in 
teaching as inquiry, any input from students will almost certainly be solicited by their 
teachers. By its very definition though, student-initiated student voice must be 
unexpected and unasked for, appearing at random times and in random forms. It is 
vital that students are able to initiate this type of input if their voice is truly to be “heard” 
and the role of students is to move towards partnership with teachers (Bragg, 2007; 
Fielding, 2004; Nelson, 2014; Pearce & Wood, 2016). As with the question of 
anonymity, the practical design implications of teacher versus student-initiation will be 
addressed in the following section.  
 
Has the programme been designed and implemented appropriately? 
Teachers raised concerns about the design and implementation of student voice 
programmes on a school-wide scale. One mentioned what is referred to variously in 
the literature as “feedback” (Campbell, 2011, p. 269); “questionnaire” (Hall, 2017, p. 
187); or “consultation” (Lundy, 2007, p. 934) “fatigue”. This occurs in schools when 
several teachers request student voice concurrently – unless students are so used to 
making contributions that they stop viewing it as something unusual and view it as a 
normal part of learning (Mullis, 2011). Another issue concerned the purpose and focus 
of student voice programmes. Some felt that the effort and energy being expended on 
student voice was misdirected, or the resulting information misused or misunderstood. 
The fault may lie with poorly constructed questionnaires (the predominant instrument 
of student voice collection) a concern addressed by Bragg (2010). 
 
Advice and suggestions for schools wishing to improve student voice practice 
Teachers gave several practical suggestions for schools wishing to improve student 
voice practices. It would be fair to say that the most detailed and useful suggestions 
came from school C, identified as one where a coherent student voice programme has 
been developed. Teachers stressed the need to ensure that students embraced the 
programme to ensure the most authentic and representative voice possible and to 
create a “culture of participation” at the school (Bragg, 2010, p. 28). O’Brien (2010) 
reinforces this point in his study of the role of student voice in school reform, as do 
many others. Teachers also emphasised the need for the student voice initiative to be 
introduced and supported as a coherent, whole school endeavour, linked to 
professional development and the teaching inquiry process (Timperley et al., 2014). 
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One such recommendation was for teachers to engage in professional reading on this 
topic. There are a wealth of studies now available which deal with New Zealand 
contexts, including such as Davison et al. (2016); Hayes & Clode (2012); Kane & Maw 
(2005); Nelson (2014); and Nelson & Bishop (2013). McIntyre et al. (2005) is 
particularly useful in the way it describes how teachers reacted to and made use of 
student voice data in a school setting. Campbell (2011) contains many practical 
suggestions for teachers wishing to embark on a more ambitious Action Research 
programme. Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Cook-Sather, 2014) and Students 
As Researchers (SAR) (Bragg, 2010; Godfrey, 2011; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Morgan & 
Porter, 2011) are similar methodologies which could be adopted. 
 
 
CONCLUSION: CONCEPTUALISING STUDENT VOICE IN FOUR QUADRANTS 
The discussion of findings from this study points towards a conceptualisation of the 
implementation of student voice in a secondary school based on two key design 
aspects: identification of contribution, which refers to whether student voice 
contributions are anonymous or identified; and initiation of contribution, which refers 
to whether teachers or students initiate the student voice conversation. The 
interactions between these two aspects can be represented as a series of four 
quadrants (Table 5.1). These are: Anonymous / Teacher-Initiated (A/TI) student voice; 
Identified / Teacher-Initiated (I/TI) student voice; Identified / Student-Initiated (I/SI) 
student voice; and Anonymous / Student-Initiated (A/SI) student voice.  
 
Each of the four quadrants contains a different ‘profile’ of student voice contributions, 
with characteristics influenced and perhaps even determined by the interaction of the 
two aspects as they occur in a school setting. Based on the data from this study and 
the academic literature, this conceptual model can be used to generate a series of 
propositions concerning five implications for practice. In essence, each of the four 
quadrants must be allowed to be present – the different types of voices heard, listened 
to and responded to – if authentic student voice is to occur in a secondary school. The 
fifth implication for practice relates to areas for possible future research on this topic. 
 
 
  
84 
Table 5.1: Conceptualisation of student voice in four quadrants 
 Students are Anonymous 
( A ) 
Students are Identified 
( I ) 
Teacher-
Initiated 
( TI ) 
Anonymous / Teacher-Initiated 
student voice 
A/TI 
Identified / Teacher-Initiated 
student voice 
I/TI 
• Anonymous surveys 
 
• Teachers ask for student feedback in 
a class or learning group context 
• May be located within Teaching as 
Inquiry research projects 
• Comments on teaching style / 
classroom climate 
• Identified surveys; group or one-to-one 
discussions / conversations 
• Teachers ask for individual student or 
class / learning group feedback 
• May be located within Teaching as 
Inquiry research projects 
• Identification of student learning needs 
/ learning style preferences 
Student-
Initiated 
( SI ) 
Anonymous / Student-Initiated 
student voice 
A/SI 
Identified / Student-Initiated 
student voice 
I/SI 
• Sense of unrealised student rights 
may be a key driver 
• May be perceived by teachers as 
“hostile”, “subversive”, “negative” 
• Student rights as a key driver 
• Student(s) approach teacher(s) 
• Conversation, discussion, email, 
petition, letter, speech or similar 
• Question, complaint, protest 
• Individual, class / learning or other 
group, wider school 
 
Implications for practice 
As can be seen in Table 5.1, the four quadrants have different characteristics, leading 
to different implications for practice for schools wishing to implement a robust and 
authentic student voice programme. These will be discussed in sequence as follows: 
Anonymous / Teacher-Initiated (A/TI) student voice; Identified / Teacher-Initiated (I/TI) 
student voice; Identified / Student-Initiated (I/SI) student voice; and Anonymous / 
Student-Initiated (A/SI) student voice. It is important to reiterate that the four quadrants 
do not necessarily represent groups of students – they represent profiles of different 
categories of student voice. Individuals or groups of students may simultaneously 
occupy more than quadrant. For example, a student who participates in an anonymous 
teacher-initiated questionnaire may express a viewpoint to their teacher immediately 
afterwards which effectively identifies them; and they may initiate an anonymous social 
media conversation on the same topic, perhaps even expressing a different opinion. 
It cannot be assumed that students can be ‘pinned down’ or confined to one quadrant. 
 
85 
Anonymous / Teacher-Initiated (A/TI) student voice 
These findings suggest that A/TI student voice is probably the assumed default 
position for most teachers. Reponses to this study, and the findings of many others, 
show that this is where students feel most comfortable, especially if they are asked to 
comment on aspects of their teacher’s pedagogy and classroom management and 
manner. Research shows that, in most cases, this is the zone where teachers will be 
able to gain specific, constructive feedback, and students are most likely to furnish 
frank, authentic responses. Almost half of the student voice experiences described by 
respondents fell into this category, and it is logical to assume that this will continue to 
be the case, especially as student voice becomes entrenched in the Teaching as 
Inquiry cycle. Responses from teachers show that they are aware of the merits of 
asking for anonymous feedback and are generally able to design their collection of 
student voice accordingly. However, teachers need to be aware that it is very easy to 
inadvertently or carelessly allow identification to occur. For example, as one student 
pointed out, electronic surveys may automatically capture the respondent’s email 
address. Likewise, hand-written responses may be identified by writing style. 
 
Implication for practice 1: Anonymity as the default position 
For a school wishing to implement a robust and authentic student voice programme, 
it is important to note that teacher-initiated student voice should remain anonymous 
unless the owners of that voice, the students, agree that it should be identified. As a 
general rule, unless teachers can show compelling pedagogical or pastoral reasons 
why student feedback should be identified, then it should remain anonymous. The best 
way to guarantee this is by carefully designing a robust and focussed electronic 
questionnaire that only identifies respondents if they choose to be identified. 
 
Identified / Teacher-Initiated (I/TI) student voice 
I/TI student voice is considered to be highly appropriate for situations when teachers 
need to be able identify particular students’ learning needs, so they can then create a 
feedback loop whereby they tailor the students’ learning programme to meet those 
needs. A common example would be when a teacher asks for feedback from the class 
as to how well they have understood certain aspects of a topic, and certain students 
respond with specific statements about difficulties they have encountered. If identified, 
the teacher can then work with individuals to co-construct a suitable learning activity. 
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This has the dual benefit of responding to learners’ needs as well as visibly acting on 
suggestions or requests which emerge from the student voice collection exercise. This 
study has also shown that students may benefit from hearing other students in their 
class ask questions and articulate learning needs similar to their own. 
 
The question of identification has significant implications for teaching practice. 
Whereas a survey can be set up to maintain anonymity, it goes without saying that a 
class discussion, focus group or one to one conversation cannot be conducted 
anonymously. While this may be appropriate for some students, in some situations, it 
should never be assumed that this is the case. In a classroom discussion, for example, 
not only the teacher, but also all other class members, are able to identify who holds 
a particular viewpoint. Issues may arise if students begin to adopt a more 
confrontational manner or expect a robust debate. While this may not be a problem 
for many students, or teachers, the findings of this study show that some students may 
feel unable to contribute in this type of forum, and therefore the capture of student 
voice may become inauthentic. It may also create professional issues for the teacher. 
As an example of what appears to be less than ideal practice, one student, who 
displayed a negative attitude towards their school and their student voice opportunities 
throughout the questionnaire, was particularly damning in regard to a student survey 
that asked for feedback on teaching style but also asked students to identify 
themselves. This student made it clear that neither they nor their friends gave honest 
responses. Teachers need to think carefully about whether such an open forum is 
conducive to the capture of genuine, authentic student voice. 
 
Implication for practice 2: Identification only when individual needs must be identified 
Schools wishing to implement robust and authentic student voice programmes should 
note that I/TI student voice should only be used when a teacher needs to be able to 
identify the specific learning needs of individual students. Teachers need to have an 
educationally sound motive for wanting to identify the source of student voice, and this 
should not be done in an unplanned or careless manner. Thought must be given to 
the most suitable form of student voice collection for this type of information, in order 
to optimise the potential for gathering authentic student voice.  
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Identified / Student-Initiated (I/SI) student voice 
As for student-initiated student voice, it is probably fair to say that it is so common that 
teachers often ignore it or are unable to recognise it as such. It could be said that every 
time a student complains or misbehaves, they are expressing their student voice! 
Occasionally, examples of these types of student voice expression even feature in the 
news media, often leading to negative publicity for schools and even the wider the 
education system. How, then, can a school manage the expectations of students to 
express their voice on their own initiative, balanced against their professional 
responsibilities to staff and the wider community? As the responses to this study show 
many students believe that it is their right to have freedom of speech and to be heard, 
and any school intending to implement a student voice programme needs to be aware 
of this. It was also apparent from responses that this matter is more important to 
students than it is to teachers. However, as this study asked respondents to 
concentrate on student voice experiences related to classroom teaching and learning, 
it is fair to say that a huge field of wider student voice contexts remained untapped. 
 
The most likely scenario in which I/SI student voice operates is when a student or 
delegated group approaches a staff member or school leader, either in person or via 
email or letter, to raise concerns, lay complaints, air grievances or make suggestions. 
Responses to this study show that this approach can begin a fruitful learning 
conversation between students and teachers. However, it is important to note that, by 
coming (or being pushed) forwards, the students are, by definition, identified. It is 
therefore up to the school to negotiate a social contract with students as to what are 
the appropriate ways and means to express their views and have them heard, in a 
mutually respectful and professionally responsible manner. It also needs to be 
recognised, as mentioned in student responses, that it takes a great deal of courage 
for some students to approach their teacher or another school authority leader with a 
complaint or suggestion. Although beyond the scope of this study, it is also vital that 
school leaders realise that a considerable amount of student-initiated student voice 
takes place on social media or other forums outside the school’s jurisdiction, which 
can raise profound ethical dilemmas. 
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Implication for practice 3: Mutually recognised and respected voice channels 
A school seeking to implement a robust and authentic student voice programme 
should work to create mutually recognised and respected channels whereby students 
can exercise their right to I/SI student voice. However, this needs to be done in such 
a way that students feel that they still “own” the voice, and that the locus of control 
does not shift back to teachers and school leaders. By the same token, classroom 
teachers need to become more astute at recognising I/SI student voice in its various 
forms, as it is often expressed in what may be considered as unconventional or even 
unacceptable formats.  
 
Anonymous / Student-Initiated (A/SI) student voice 
The final quadrant represents the least known and least understood subset of student 
voice – that of the anonymous, student-initiated (A/SI) contributions. This study 
captured very little in the way of responses from or about the various voices 
represented by this quadrant, so much of the description that follows is speculation. In 
fact, it is a ‘group’ in name only, with its identifying characteristic being that its 
members choose when and how they participate, and who may or may not belong to 
other ‘groups’ also. The members are also uncoordinated in their views and actions. 
It is quite likely that many of these students are the polar opposites of the much more 
confident, self-assured students who operate in the I/SI quadrant.  
 
The ‘type’ or ‘group’ of students represented by the A/SI quadrant has traditionally 
been ignored and marginalised and has often chosen to remain silent. However, many 
studies show that this voice still exists, and has the right to be heard. For school 
leaders this voice presents a dilemma. Nobody knows where, or when, this voice will 
emerge, let alone what views it will express. Indeed, sometimes the voice of this group 
is heard by their absence or disengagement from the conversation. At other times, 
their voice is heard loud and clear, but their views are hidden behind their anonymity, 
perhaps accompanied by perceived anti-social behaviours. Most school leaders and 
teachers would probably associate this voice with those who make what they perceive 
to be unconstructive, negative comments about the school from the margins, such as 
spreading unhelpful rumours and gossip. This may well be the case, and it is tempting 
to dismiss it as trivial and inconsequential. However, if there is any chance that some 
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students’ learning needs are not being met because their voice is not being heard, 
then this voice needs to be engaged with by any means possible.  
 
This voice certainly exists on social media and in informal schoolyard conversations. 
Guidance counsellors have traditionally been a listening post for this voice; however, 
they are faced with the ethical responsibility of confidentiality. Somehow, however, a 
robust student voice programme must include the opportunity for even the most timid, 
disengaged or disaffected students to express their views. There is no question that 
there are considerable challenges in capturing this subset of student voice, not least 
the group members’ own reluctance to contribute or allow themselves to be identified; 
but also, no question that the views held by this group are just as valid and valuable 
as any other’s. Also, the consequences of not engaging these students have been 
shown to be potentially damaging. 
 
Implication for practice 4: Create opportunities for A/SI voice to be heard 
In order to implement a robust and authentic student voice programme schools need 
to investigate how to engage with the A/SI voice in the most effective ways possible.  
Ideally, the implementation of such a programme would encourage students to come 
forward with their views, effectively moving this voice into the A/TI quadrant. At the 
same time, teachers need to provide more opportunities by initiating either anonymous 
(A/TI) or identified (I/TI) student voice requests, and in doing so make sure they ask 
questions that will encourage all students, especially those who have previously been 
reluctant to participate, to engage with the student voice process as much as possible. 
However it is vital that the students represented by this quadrant still feel that they 
‘own the voice’ and not that it is somehow being commandeered or appropriated by 
teachers and school leaders. 
 
Implication for practice 5: Further research 
It would be worthwhile to investigate how schools have endeavoured to capture and 
respond to the voices of their most disengaged and disaffected students such as those 
in the Anonymous / Student-Initiated (A/SI) voice quadrant, and in particular, how 
seeking to engage has impacted on these students’ levels of participation and 
achievement, particularly in the classroom, but also in the wider school environment.  
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